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This study examined the motivational factors of Black women’s leadership in the 
environmental justice movement in three southeast Atlanta communities: South Atlanta, 
Lakewood Heights, and Chosewood Park. 
The study was based on the need to understand the vital role that African- 
American women play in the mobilization of the Black community around environmental 
justice issues. 
The oral history analysis approach was used to analyze data gathered from thirty 
African-American women leaders in South Atlanta, Lakewood Heights, and Chosewood 
Park. African American women were motivated to participate in the environmental justice 
movement by family concern, community concern, the impact on community health, family 
involvement in the issues, and environmental racism. These women's direct and indirect 
actions are making their environment a safer place to live, work, and play. 
The findings suggested that African American women activists transform the 
private sphere of home and community to the public. The women demonstrate political 
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involvement by establishing community environmental groups. In addition, these women 
are active leaders in other civic, religious, social, and neighborhood organizations. 
The results of this study clearly identified factors that motivate African American 
women to become environmental justice leaders. In addition, this study demonstrates that 
Black women use their individual and collective voice to expose environmental injustices, 
which make their communities dumping grounds for hazardous waste. 
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Imagine living in a community that is not valued by decision-makers. Perhaps a 
community that has limited political power and is not in control of its affairs. Citizens 
walk around the community and see trash accumulation, dilapidated houses, abandoned 
lots, or other environmental dangers. When the City proposes yet another landfill, 
incinerator, or salvage yard to be placed in this poor Black community, residents oppose 
the decision, but lose. Meanwhile, in wealthier, upper-class communities, often White 
ones, people enjoy parks, picnics, clean air, and green spaces. The difference between 
the two communities is that the poor Black community contains the unwanted hazardous 
waste facilities while the White community is pristine. Those activists who call for 
environmental justice suggest that this scenario is a matter of life and death for some poor 
and people of color communities. In addition, these leaders argue that these 
circumstances are not by coincidence but rather manifestations of yet another form of 
institutional racism, namely environmental racism in our society. 
As a response to these injustices, many environmental justice women leaders oppose 
environmental racism and seek to transform environmental laws, policies, and regulations 
that victimize their communities. Yet, few studies specifically address the motivation of 
African-American environmental leaders to protect and defend their neighborhoods by 
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seeking answers and holding policy makers ethically responsible, or answering in an 
equitable fashion, the questions of “Who,” “What,” “When,” “Where,” and “Why.” 
This study, therefore, investigates the activism of African-American women who are 
opposing hazardous waste facilities in three Southeast Atlanta communities. Research on 
the impact of environmental racism is essential if genuine change is to occur in the 
communities under siege. 
Research and activism, it seems, are predicated upon the fact that some African- 
Americans believe that environmental racism designates their communities as dumping 
grounds for American hazardous waste. There are varied reasons why and how African- 
American communities are vulnerable for hazardous wastes sites. Primarily, as 
conditions in central cities decline, middle- and upper-class Americans move to the 
suburbs and outlying areas where industry creates jobs leaving behind toxic waste sites in 
the cities where a majority of residents are communities of color. Although African- 
American communities are the hardest hit in terms of hazardous chemical dumping, the 
environmental movement does not address the impact of hazardous waste facilities on 
people of color. As a result, some African-Americans and others find themselves 
disadvantaged by the politics of land use. 
Secondly, although the implications of environmental hazards and policy responses to 
Blacks or other minorities are matters of life and death, few decision makers consider 
environmental justice an important issue that cuts across race and class lines. Often 
environmental public policy reflects the best interests of one segment of the population, 
namely upper- and middle-class White Americans and not poor Whites, Blacks, 
Hispanics, and other groups. Vicki Been emphasizes the overall thrusts of the above 
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observations as follows: 
Policy makers and local land use officials have long struggled to cope with 
the “not in my backyard” (NIMBY) syndrome in attempting to site ‘locally 
unwanted land uses’(LULUs), such as homeless shelters, drug and alcohol 
treatment centers, and waste disposal facilities.1 
However, what Been does not capture in her analysis is how the people who live near 
these locally unwanted land uses cope with these nuisances. In addition, Been’s 
comments may unknowingly condone racist policies and practices rather than criticize 
those decision makers who are responsible for placing facilities in poor and people of 
color communities. 
Thirdly, minority communities are selected because they are viewed as the path of 
least resistance, and hence, they often lack financial resources and political clout 
necessary to block hazardous facilities. In many cases, middle-and upper class White 
Americans are able to block the placement of hazardous waste sites in their communities. 
For instance, even some working-class White communities, such as Love Canal, New 
York, that were built on landfills have been relocated.2 
African-American and minority communities have difficulty receiving compliance 
from companies and protection from environmental agencies including consideration for 
resettlement. Much of the public is unaware of the plight of minority “love canals” that 
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exist in rural and urban areas throughout the United States. For instance, in 1992 staff 
writers from the National Law Journal released a report on the Environmental Protection 
1 Vicki Been, “What’s Fairness Got To do With It? Environmental Justice and the Siting of 
Locally Undesirable Land Uses,” Cornell Law Review 78, no. 1 (1990) : 1001. 
2 Kathleen M. Blee, No Middle Ground : Women and Radical Protest (New York : New York 
University Press, 1998), 307. 
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Agency (EPA) performance of 1,177 Superfund toxic waste sites.3 The report suggested 
that penalty fines for hazardous waste facilities in White communities were 46 percent 
higher than those in Black communities. Likewise, it takes 20 percent longer for people 
of color communities to be placed on the Superfund program’s national priority lists. 
The EPA chooses containment of hazardous waste in minority communities more often 
than treatment, while at sites located in White communities, the EPA selects treatment 
twenty-two percent more often than containment.4 Charles Lee of the United Church of 
Christ Commission on Racial Justice writes: 
The existence of degraded and hazardous physical environment in people of 
color, low-income and otherwise disenfranchised communities are apparent and 
indisputable. The physical elements of such environments, in whole or in part, 
have contributed to human diseases and illness, negative psychosocial impact, 
economical disincentive, infrastructure decay, and overall community 
disintegration. Most of these negative impacts have yet to be documented.5 
Further, Robert Bullard, author of seven books on environmental justice and 
considered one of the leading academics on the subject, states that pollution is more 
likely to affect people of color and poor people because “Some of the worst 
environmental health problems in the nation confront communities as distinct as urban 
ghettos, rural ‘poverty pockets,’ and impoverished Native American reservations.”6 Due 
to the environmental degradation facing communities of color, the environmental justice 
3 Marianne Lavelle and Marcia Coyle, “Unequal Protection,” National Law Journal (September 
21, 1992) S1-S2. 
4 Ibid., S2. 
5 Charles Lee, “Environmental Justice: Creating a Vision for Achieving Healthy and Sustainable 
Communities,” in Case Studies for Action. Benjamin Amick and Rema Rudd eds., 1996, 1. 
6 Robert D. Bullard and Beverly H. Wright, "The Quest for Environmental Justice for All: 
Community Perspectives on Health and Research Needs,” Toxicology and Industrial Health 9, no. 5, 
(1993) : 821. 
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movement has grown out of their resistance to factors that threaten their own health and 
safety. African-American communities have been actively taking a stand against toxic 
waste facilities which are increasingly sited in their communities. Environmental justice 
affects housing, ecological conditions, health and well-being of communities. As Bryant 
points out: 
. Environmental justice (EJ) is broader in scope than environmental equity. It 
refers to those cultural norms and values, rules, regulations, policies, and 
decisions to support sustainable communities, here people can interact with 
confidence that their environment is safe, nurturing, and productive.7 
Thus, the vision of Black women environmentalists is to transform institutions that 
victimize Blacks and women. These women leaders use their activism to create structural 
and institutional changes so that environmental justice is a reality for all communities. 
While no studies specifically address the motivation of African-American women 
environmental leaders, many women at the grassroots level are raising concerns about the 
degradation of their communities. 
African-American women activists have brought attention to the social and 
environmental inequities that exist in their neighborhoods. Black women 
environmentalists continue to confront industries in or near their predominately 
residential communities.8 Black leaders plagued with garbage dumps, landfills, chemical 
plants, incinerators, recycling plants, abandoned toxic waste sites, and smelters in their 
communities are bringing these issues to decision-makers. 
7 Bunyan Bryant Environmental Justice: Issues. Policies, and Solutions Island Press, Washington 
D.C., 1995, 6. 
8 William Arp III and Christopher Howell, “Black Environmentalism and Gender 
Differences: An Ethics of Care?” The Western Journal of Black Studies 19, no. 4 (1995) : 300. 
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Despite the rising resistance of African-American activists to racist environmental 
policy, most mainstream environmental organizations are unresponsive to minority 
environmental and health concerns. For instance, in the United States, eco-feminism has 
largely been a platform for White and elite women whose concerns were not adequately 
recognized by the environmental movement or the feminist movement. While eco- 
feminism gave White women environmentalists a voice, in the past they were 
unresponsive to race and class issues. In recent years, some eco-feminists have made the 
connection between racism, sexism, and environmental degradation. For example, a 
wave of African-American, Third World, minority, poor, and White women eco- 
feminists have begun to address the environmental problems caused by development and 
modernization throughout the world. Third World women who live in degraded 
neighborhoods are now transforming themselves from victims to environmental activists. 
Laura Westra and Peter Wenz state: 
Most work on women and environment in the Third World has focused on 
women as special victims of environmental degradation. Yet, the women 
who participate in and leading ecology movement in countries like India are 
not speaking merely as victims.9 
Women of color move beyond recognizing their oppression and use their voices to 
take steps for change. In addition, similar to the third world women that Westra and 
Wenz address, African-American, Latino, Native American, and Asian women 
environmental justice leaders have been vocal on several environmental issues. 
Women of color environmental justice leaders emphasize local environmental issues that 
contribute to a lower standard of life and cause health problems in their respective 
9 Laura Westra and Peter Wenz, Faces of Environmental Racism: Confronting Issues of Global 
Issues (London : Rowman & Publishers Inc., 1995) , 47. 
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communities. Shiva writes: 
Contemporary women’s ecological struggles are new attempts to establish 
that steadiness and stability are not stagnation, and balance with nature’s 
essential ecological processes...10 
Moreover, globally women of color serve as political and environmental justice 
leaders and not solely as victims of environmental degradation. Paul Mohai documents 
the activism of women of color environmentalists when he comments that: 
In many cases, women were the founders or served as the heads of local 
organizing efforts. For example, Native Americans for a Clean Environment, 
Mothers of East Los Angeles, and Concerned Citizens of South Central Los 
Angeles were all founded and headed by women and maintain primarily 
female memberships. In other instances, organizations were co-founded by 
women and membership is mixed.11 
On the other hand, the environmental justice movement promotes the fair treatment of 
people of all races, cultures, and incomes with respect to the development and 
implementation of environmental laws, policies, and regulations. However, what is often 
perceived as environmental justice is often rather, eco-feminism. Eco-feminism is often 
considered a subsection of their environmental movement dominated by White middle 
and upper class women. On the other hand, the environmental justice movement is a 
combination of the civil rights struggles and the environmental issues of poor and 
minority communities. Black women who are muted in the environmental and eco- 
feminist camps use their voice and leadership in the environmental justice movement. 
Through participation in the environmental justice movement, African-American women, 
as well as other people of disenfranchised communities, define their own 
10 Vandana Shiva, Staving Alive: Women. Ecology, and Development (London : Zed Books, 
1989), 36. 
11 Paul Mohai, “Gender Differences in The Perception of the Most Important Environmental 
Problems,” Race. Gender, and Class 5, no. 1 (1997) : 154. 
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environmentalism. Many mainstream environmentalists believe that neither minorities 
nor the poor are concerned about the environment. For instance, when a Black woman 
chooses to buy a plastic container of shampoo that costs a dollar rather than a more 
expensive brand in a biodegradable container, she may be labeled as not being 
environmentally conscious. Similarly, in 1992 the Earth Summit, a global 
environmental conference took place in Rio de Janiero. One observer noticed that there 
were more Europeans and Whites in attendance than people of color. Upon closer 
analysis, the membership and employment rolls of the environmental organizations 
reflect low numbers of people of color. One could assume that people of color are not 
concerned about the environment because they did not attend the meetings in large 
numbers. 
These scenarios occur daily, yet many environmentalists do not understand that 
neither consumer decisions nor membership or conference attendance choices are the sole 
indicators of one’s environmentalism or environmental consciousness. Environmental 
justice leaders challenge mainstream environmentalists not to use narrow definitions of 
the environment or environmental issues. Many minority communities view placement 
of hazardous waste, lead poisoning, and lack of parks in communities of color as 
environmental issues. 
Although environmental justice issues may not become top priorities for The Nature 
Conservancy or Sierra Club, they remain valid environmental problems. In many ways, 
the environmental justice movement validates environmental issues for poor and minority 
communities that have not been addressed by the mainstream environmental 
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movement. Environmental policy-making bodies are not inclusive of minorities or the 
poor. However, Robert Bullard comments that a new environmentalism, environmental 
justice is emerging: 
A consensus is emerging among advocates that no one segment of society 
should become the dumping grounds for other people’s pollution. A “new” 
environmentalism is being practiced in small towns and large urban centers 
alike. The centerpiece of this grassroots movement is the quest for social 
justice. Grassroots leaders have been the primary impetus behind the recent 
government policy shifts around unfair, unjust, and illegal practices.13 
The environmental justice movement promotes the fair treatment of people of all 
races, cultures, and incomes with respect to the development and implementation of 
environmental law, policies, and regulations. As Bunyan Bryant states, 
“While greater attention is usually paid to development, little attention is paid to a 
damaging by-product of development-the pollution that is playing a major role in 
decreasing the quality of life for billions of people throughout the world.”14 Bryant 
suggests that technological development often is accompanied by pollution which 
negatively impacts the lives of the poor, underrepresented, and politically 
disenfranchised. 
Blacks recognize that their lack of political influence and power impinges efforts to 
keep toxics out of their neighborhoods. Susan Clayton suggests that the environmental 
justice movement seeks to unite those who have had less power in environmental 
decisions in the United States. Clayton declares, “The environmental justice movement 
12 Robert J. Bralle, "Environmental Discourse and Social Movement Organizations: A Historical 
and Rhetorical Perspective on the Development of U.S. Environmental Organizations," Sociological 
Inquiry 66. no. 1 (February 1996): 71. 
13 Robert D. Bullard, People of Color Environmental Groups Environmental Justice Resource 
Center, Clark Atlanta University, 1994, (ii). 
14 Ibid., 1. 
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is concerned with ensuring the equal treatment of the relatively less powerful members of 
society with regard to environmental hazards.”15 People with less power in the creation 
and implementation of policies and decisions have lacked access to political channels and 
positions. 
Environmental justice activists recognize that change also must begin in the political 
arena. They believe that without social justice and equity, there cannot be environmental 
justice for all citizens. Dorceta Taylor suggests: 
People’s relationship with the environment has to be understood in the 
context of a historical and contemporary class, race, and gender relations. 
American environmentalism has been profoundly shaped by a unique set of 
social, political and economic factors arising from the period of conquest and 
subsequent industrialization.16 
Needless to say, African-American women have founded and participated in these 
grassroots efforts within their communities as a means of politically and socially 
confronting environmental inequities. The inadequate representation of the roles that 
Black women play in the environmental justice movement denies these women 
recognition as environmental and social activists. In addition, Black women have not 
been recognized as potential contributors to decision and policy-making processes. 
Thus, the link between environmental justice, Black women’s activism, and social justice 
provides a perspective for looking at how gender, race, and class inequality impact 
African-American women. By looking at Black women in the environmental justice 
movement, we can see the intersections of race, class, and gender oppression that 
15 Susan Clayton, “Appeals to Justice in the Environmental Debate,” Journal of Social Issues 50, 
no. 3 (1994) : 15. 
16 Dorceta Taylor, “American Environmentalism : The Role of Race, Class, and Gender in 
Shaping Activism 1820-1995.” Race. Gender, and Class 5, no. 1 (1997) : 57. 
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negatively impact the lives of poor and minority women. Black women are not only 
discriminated on the basis of their race but also their gender. Likewise, poor and 
disenfranchised people are also silenced and discriminated against because they lack 
funds, political ties, and are placed in a lower status in society. As Denise Lach suggests: 
Minority and low-income communities have historically been unaware or 
discouraged from becoming involved in policy decisions and often lack 
resources such as time, money, contacts, and knowledge of the political 
system that are necessary for taking effective action. This is changing, 
however, with the emergence of grassroots groups organizing under the 
banner of ‘environmental justice.’17 
Considering African-American women have been activists in the environmental 
justice movement, it is pertinent to study their motivation for participating and organizing 
as environmental activists. Shamara Shantu Riley states that more analysis of women's 
environmental participation is needed, “Even though many Black women have been 
active in the environmental movement in the past, there appears not to be much published 
analysis on their part.”18 Riley believes that documentation of Black women’s roles in 
the environmental justice movement is integral to understanding the interrelationship 
between social justice and environmental degradation. She acknowledges that ecology 
stresses the interconnections of the whole ecosystem, while womanism projects the 
equality of race, gender, and other social variables. 
Bullard’s synopsis of environmental justice as a new environmentalism is permeating 
the literature on grassroots and environmental struggles. Grassroots activism contributes 
17 Denise Lach, “Introduction: Environmental Conflict.” Sociological Perspectives 39, no. 2 
(1995): 214. 
18 Shamara Shantu Riley, “Ecology Is a Sistah’s Issues Too: The Politics of Emergent Afrocentric 
Ecowomanism,” in Eco-feminism and Sacred Carol Adams, ed. (New York : Continuum, 1993), 197. 
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to a growing body of literature and research on environmental justice. However, African- 
American grassroots women are invisible in the environmental justice literature and from 
leadership in the national environmental justice movement. Ironically, women of color 
do the majority of the grassroots organizing and mobilizing. African-American women 
activists address environmental justice issues that threaten their homes, families, and 
communities. Scholars such as Bullard, Beverly Wright, Paul Mohai, and Dorceta Taylor 
posit that women of color are the grassroots of the environmental justice movement. It is 
not acknowledged that women of color form the grassroots of the environmental justice 
movement. Overall, in this movement as well as those that preceded it, women’s roles as 
community organizers and social activists have often been devalued. Current 
environmental justice research is beginning to explore the roles that women of color play 
in the movement. However, limited research has been done on the topic. If the struggles 
of women of color to preserve their environment are not recognized, their voices will 
remain silent and their contributions remain unnoticed. 
However, not many studies in this area have explored the important role that these 
women play in the environmental justice movement. Black women’s activism is 
overlooked within the environmental justice movement and within the literature. Yet, 
despite the complexities of race, class, and gender discrimination that Black women face, 
they use their individual and collective voices to demand equal environmental protection 
for their communities. Therefore, it is crucial to recognize the struggles of women of 
color to preserve their community's environment. Secondly, the literature should 
recognize women’s role within the environmental justice movement. 
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The goals of this study, therefore, are: (1) to provide a platform for Black women’s 
voices in the environmental justice movement, (2) to investigate Black women’s level of 
participation in the environmental justice movement and (3) to provide an opportunity to 
understand Black women’s grassroots participation. The focus population is African- 
American women in the environmental justice movement in three Southeast Atlanta 
communities of South Atlanta, Lakewood Heights, and Chosewood Park. The primary 
research question is: What are the motivation factors that stimulate African-American 
women’s activism around environmental justice issues? 
The secondary research questions are: 
1. What roles do organizations and/or institutions play in African-American 
women’s participation in the environmental justice movement? 
2. How do the women cope with hazardous waste facilities in their community? 
3. What strategies do African-American women utilize to organize around 
environmental justice issues? 
4. How do African-American women perceive their participation in the 
environmental justice movement? 
Organization of The Thesis 
Chapter One introduces the existence of environmental racism within the United 
States. It demonstrates that institutional racism exists in various forms, including unequal 
environmental protection of poor and people of color communities. Environmental 
racism serves as the impetus for the environmental justice movement. This chapter 
provides the research questions and definition of terms necessary to understanding the 
problem. 
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Chapter Two describes the context of the problem of environmental racism and 
discrimination in environmental decision-making. Examples of domestic and global 
environmental racism are provided. The chapter provides information on the 
environmental movement’s resurgence and the creation of legislation and agencies to 
address environmental degradation. 
Chapter Three gives a review of the literature and the conceptual framework. The 
literature reviews environmental justice, African-American women’s social activism, and 
Black women’s involvement in other social movements. The conceptual framework 
examines Bullard’s environmental justice framework, Patricia Hill Collins’ Black 
women’s social activism, and selected social movement theories. 
Chapter Four highlights the methodology for this study. Thirty oral histories of 
African-American women involved in an environmental dispute with a local recycling 
facility from South Atlanta, Chosewood Park, and Lakewood Heights are utilized as the 
study sample. 
Chapter Five provides the history of the environmental justice movement in the 
United States and a discussion of the essential events, policy implementation, research, 
and priorities. In addition, an emphasis is placed on community environmental 
organizations that have been led by Black women that have been active in the 
environmental justice movement. 
Chapter Six provides the historical relevance of Black women’s activism within the 
social and political structures in American society. The Black women environmental 
justice activists interviewed discuss individual and collective activism. 
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Chapter Seven serves as the conclusion of the study. It provides the results of the 
study in relationship to the conceptual framework, existing literature, and the research 
questions. In addition, the chapter offers recommendations for future research. 
Definition of Terms 
Key terms to the discussion of environmental justice and its impact on African- 
American communities can have distinctively different meanings. Therefore, the 
pertinent following terms are defined as they will be utilized throughout this study: 
Activism-Any practice that places emphasis on action in support or in opposition to one 
side of a controversial issue. 
Brownfields-Abandoned, idled, or under-used industrial and commercial facilities where 
expansion or redevelopment is complicated by real or perceived environmental 
contamination. 
Community- A group or assembly of people with similar racial, ethnic, and/or 
socioeconomic backgrounds that interact with one another and form supportive 
relationships. 
Eco-feminists- Ecologically oriented feminists who take the approach that women are 
closer to nature than men and who further make the connections between the degradation 
of women and the environment. 
Environment- The interconnected network of physical and social structures that support 
human, animal, and plant life. 
Environmental Justice- The equal enforcement of environmental laws and regulations 
that protect all communities from public health dangers while striving for the elimination 
of disproportionately high human health and environmental impacts in low-income and 
minority communities. 
Environmental Movement-The social movement that focuses on both the preservation 
and conservation of plant, animal, and human species in relationship to their 
surroundings. 
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Environmental Racism- Any policy, practice, or directive that differentially effects or 
disadvantages (whether intended or unintended) individuals, groups, or communities 
based on race or color.19 
Institutional Racism-Those practices which reflect and produce inequalities in 
American society regardless if whether the people maintaining the practices have racist 
intentions.20 
Minority- Individual(s) who are members of the following population groups: American 
Indian, Alaskan, Native; Asian or Pacific Islander; Black, not of Hispanic origin; or 
Hispanic.21 
People of Color- Individuals whose ethnic or racial background represents the following 
groups of African-American, Native-American, Asian-American, Hispanic-American, or 
Pacific Islander. 
Superfund- Also known as the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, 
and Liability Act (CERCLA). This law authorizes the government to finance the cleanup 
of hazardous waste sites with funds from a trust fund established with fines levied against 
petrochemicals, raw materials, domestic crude oil, and other polluting industries. 
Superfund holds polluting industries liable for hazardous waste cleanup. 
Uncontrolled Toxic Waste Sites- Sites that have been closed or abandoned on the 
Environmental Protection Agency’s list of sites that pose potential threats to human and 
environmental health. 
19 Robert D. Bullard, “Environmental Racism and Invisible Communities,” West Virginia Review 
96, no. 4 (Summer 1994) : 1037. 
20Ibid., 243. 
21 Council on Environmental Quality, Environmental Justice: Guidance Under the National 
Environmental Policy Act Washington D.C. (December 10, 1997) , 25. 
CHAPTER TWO 
CONTEXT OF THE PROBLEM 
This chapter reflects the manner in which women of color play a significant role in the 
environmental justice movement. Essentially, the problems explored in this research are 
first, environmental racism, which is the foundation of the environmental justice 
movement and second, the lack of documentation on Black women’s involvement in the 
environmental justice movement. Both are complex problems but interrelated in several 
ways. First, the environmental justice movement is composed of grassroots and minority 
activists many of whom are African-American women who are protesting unwanted 
pollution and environmental discrimination. The members of the movement have coined 
the term "environmental racism" to describe the unfair apportionment of environmentally 
noxious facilities located in their communities. Environmental racism is any intended or 
unintended policy or practice that differentially effects or disadvantages individuals, 
groups, or communities based on race or color.1 
Second, while environmental racism is the larger problem reflected in this research, 
there is a specific focus on gender inequities that silence the voices of Black women 
environmental justice leaders. African-American women are faced with the inequalities 
based on their gender, class, and race, all of which provide reasons for Black women’s 
1 Robert D. Bullard, “Environmental Racism and Invisible Communities,” West Virginia Review 
96, no. 4 (Summer 1994): 1037. 
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involvement in the environmental justice movement. Further, the literature 
acknowledges race and class, but often leaves out gender. Yet, gender discrimination 
affects Black women in housing, employment, education, and other sectors of life. In 
particular, regarding environmental justice, Black women redefine their voice and the 
integrity of their communities. In most instances, African-American women are silenced 
in social, political, and economic institutions. Particularly, in the environmental justice 
movement, Black women lack access to channels for decision and policy making. Thus, 
their voices are silenced, muted, or not communicated. 
In addition, the lack of documentation marginalizes Black women’s voices within the 
environmental justice movement, and the larger environmental movement. 
Dorceta Taylor describes women’s participation in the environmental justice movement, 
“In no other sector of the environmental movement (not even the more progressive or 
radical sectors) can one find such high percentages of women of color occupying 
positions as founders and leaders of organizations, workshops and conference organizers, 
researchers, strategists, lawyers, academics, policymakers, community organizers, and 
environmental educators.1” She found that 49 percent of the people of color exists in 
environmental decision-making and the implementation of environmental policy. For 
instance, the disposal of hazardous and toxic waste creates a risk to both people and the 
environment. Communities of color recognize that environmental racism exists as one of 
1 Dorceta Taylor, “Mobilizing for Environmental Justice in Communities of Color: An Emerging 
Profile of People of Color Environmental Groups,” in Aley, J.R., Canover, B., Field, D. (1998) Ecosystem 
Management: Adaptive Strategies for Natural Resources Organizations in the 21 st Century. Philadelphia, 
PA: Taylor & Francis, 37. 
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the social inequities in society regardless of the country involved. In other words, 
environmental racism does not know nor has any boundaries. 
Environmental Racism 
Environmental racism forces some minority communities in other countries to live 
under deplorable conditions. It is unethical to dump toxic waste in foreign countries that 
did not generate the waste or buy the products and services from industrial processes that 
create the waste. Examples occur on both sides of the U.S./Mexico border in the towns 
of Matamoros, Mexico and Brownsville, Texas. These Mexican communities are low- 
income, and have export manufacturing plants or “maquiladoras” which pollute the air, 
water, land, and community. Bandy states: 
The setting is Matamoros, 1991, a city in Mexico’s North Eastern state of 
Tamaulipas, across the border from Brownsville, Texas. There, an export 
manufacturing plant or maquiladora, owned by the U.S. firm Stephan 
Chemical produced chemicals and surfactants, and according to the EPA 
[U.S. Environmental Protection Agency], contributed to an “ammonia leak 
in [the] colonias,” the unincorporated communities next to the plant. 
Ammonia leaks were linked to serious respiratory and internal damage for 
workers and their families living in the area, who depend on local water for 
washing and cooking.2 
In this case, an American company is dumping on a Mexican community and a poor 
community of Mexican-Americans within its own border. Mutombo Mpanya explores 
the same phenomena of the occurrence of environmental racism in African countries. 
According to Mpanya: 
2 Joe Bandy, “Reterritoralizing Borders: Transnational Environmental Justice Movements on the 
U.S./Mexico Border,” Race. Gender, and Class 5, no. 1 (1997) : 81. 
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The dumping of toxic waste in African countries is extremely dangerous not 
only because of the threat it poses to all life forms but also in terms of its 
poisonous effect on global relationships in a shrinking world. It is essential 
to understand that the dangers toxic waste has become extremely 
high... South Africa imports between twenty and thirty tons of mercury waste 
per year from the United States. Sierra Leone imported waste from an 
American company and stored it in old mining galleries.3 
Goodland mentions that South Africa has also suffered ill effects from environmental 
racism. Goodland states that environmental racism is a remnant of the apartheid system: 
South African society is hurling away from environmental sustainability, 
largely because of apartheid, environmental racism, widespread inequity (the 
worst in the world in 1978), poverty, inadequate consumption per capita, and 
rapid population growth that undermines future consumption per capita.4 
Environmental racism affects the health and well being of poor and minority 
communities in the United States as well as the aforementioned global communities. 
The first noted protest of environmental racism in the United States occurred in 1982 in 
Warren County, North Carolina. Bryant and Mohai states: 
One of the first visible struggles took place in Warren County, North 
Carolina, where both blacks and whites strategically placed their bodies in 
front of trucks to prevent them from carrying soil laced with PCBs to a 
landfill located in a predominately Black area.5 
3
 Mutombo Mpanya, “Dumping of Toxic Waste in African Countries: A Case Study of Poverty 
and Environmental Racism” Race and the Incidence of Environmental Hazards: A Time for Discourse 
Bunyan Bryant and Paul Mohai, eds., (Boulder : Westview Press, 1992), 205. 
4RJ.A. Goodland, “South Africa: Environmental Sustainability Needs Empowerment of Women” 
in Faces of Environmental Racism: Confronting Issues of Global Justice. Laura Westra and Peter Wenz 
(eds.) (London: Littlefield Publisher, Inc. 1995), 195. 
5 Bunyan Bryant and Paul Mohai, Race and the Incidence of Environmental Hazards: A Time for 
Discourse (Boulder: Westview Press, 1992), 2. 
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African-American citizens of Warren County, North Carolina demonstrated against 
a polychlorinated bi-phenyl (PCB) landfill by marching and protesting. The citizens were 
defeated and the PCB landfill was built. However, their cry against environmental 
racism served as a spark for the environmental justice movement across the nation. As a 
result, other people of color and poor communities organized against the placement of 
landfills, dumps, and other locally unwanted land uses (LULUS). 
Confirming Studies 
In 1983, alarmed by theWarren County, North Carolina PCB Landfill, Congressman 
Walter E. Fauntroy asked the General Accounting Office (GAO) to study the correlation 
between the location of hazardous waste facilities and the racial and economic status of 
surrounding communities. The study concentrated on off site landfills (not part of an 
industrial facility) in eight Southeastern (Region IV) states including Alabama, Florida, 
Georgia, Kentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee (See 
Table 1). Table 1 documents that three out of every four of the landfill communities in 
the GAO study were over 50 percent Black and experienced high chemical waste 
exposures. Further, there is a disparity among incomes of Blacks and Whites and levels 
of poverty. 
TABLE 1: 1980 Census Populatioa Income, and Poverty Data For GAO Landfill Sites 
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804 66% $10,367 $9,285 256 32% 90% 
General Accounting Office, Siting of Hazardous Waste Landfills And Their Correlation with Racial 
and Economic Status of Surrounding Communities (Washington D.C.: General Accounting Office, 1983) : 
1. 
However, one limitation to the GAO study was that it concentrated on rural areas in 
three states in the Southeastern United States. In addition, the United Church of Christ 
Commission on Racial Justice found that among the cities listed in the “Ten Metropolitan 
Areas With the Greatest Number of Uncontrolled Toxic Waste Sites,” Atlanta ranked 
seventh. Statistics gathered from the Toxic Waste and Race Report show where you have 
cities with large populations of African-Americans, there are numerous hazardous waste 
sites. The findings indicate that three out of five of the largest hazardous waste landfills 
were located in predominantly Black or Hispanic communities (See Table 2). 
TABLE 2: African-American Population in Ten Metropolitan Areas With the 






Percentage of African-American 
Population in Metropolitan Area 
Memphis, TN 173 43.3% 
St. Louis, MO 160 27.5% 
Houston, TX 152 23.6% 
Cleveland, OH 106 23.7% 
Chicago, IL 103 37.2% 
Atlanta, GA 94 46.1% 
Seattle, WA 83 7.1% 
New York, NY 77 24.6% 




Source: United Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice, Toxic Wastes and Race in the 
United States: A National Study of Racial and Socioeconomic Characteristics of Communities 
with Hazardous Waste Sites. (New York: United Church of Christ, 1987). 
This study found race as the most significant among variables tested in association 
with the location of commercial hazardous waste facilities.6 Both the GAO and the 
United Church of Christ studies delved into a void in research around pollution in 
minority communities. The United Church of Christ (UCC) study gives a national 
overview of hazardous waste sites in America’s large urban centers. The UCC report 
6 United Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice, Toxic Wastes and Race in the United 
States: A National Study of Racial and Socioeconomic Characteristics of Communities with Hazardous 
Waste Sites. (New York : United Church of Christ, 1987). 
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gives the statistics for the twenty-five states with the greatest number of Blacks living 
in communities with toxic waste sites, it has only 94 toxic sites compared to Memphis , 
which has 173. While Seattle, Washington which has only a 7.1 percent African- 
American population has 83 sites which are likely to be located in Black communities. 
Interesting enough is that the actual number of toxic sites and their distribution are not 
mentioned in the Toxic Waste and Race report. However, the data seems to indicate that 
of the 103 toxic waste sites in metropolitan areas, communities of color are 
disproportionately exposed to uncontrolled toxic sites. Although Atlanta has the highest 
number of Blacks living in communities with uncontrolled toxic waste sites. In Georgia, 
'j 
there are 542 waste sites and 972,028 Blacks living in waste site areas. These two 
studies are landmarks in environmental justice studies because they show that hazardous 
waste sites disproportionately burden minority communities. In addition, they show that 
Blacks in these areas are in most cases the majority of the poor or population at the 
poverty level. 
While socioeconomic status plays a significant role in the location of hazardous 
waste facilities, race proved to be a more significant variable.7 8 The Toxic Wastes and 
Race report showed that African-American and other communities of color bear the brunt 
of society’s disposal of hazardous waste. The United Church of Christ study and Atlanta 
Empowerment Zone Primer further substantiate that race was the most prominent 
variable in predicting the location of hazardous waste facilities. Two sites, Chemical 
7 Ibid., 54. 
8 Ibid., xiii. 
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Waste Management in Emelle, Alabama, and Rollins Environmental Services in 
Scottlandville, Louisiana, are located in predominately African-American communities. 
Likewise, Atlanta, Georgia, was the seventh metropolitan area with the greatest number 
of uncontrolled toxic waste sites with 82.8 percent ofBlacks living near waste sites. 
(See Table 3). The study shows that a disproportionate number of hazardous waste sites 
in Southeast Atlanta are located in Black and minority areas. 
TABLE 3: Top Ten Metropolitan Areas With the Greatest Number ofBlacks Living in 
Communities with Uncontrolled Toxic Waste Sites 
Total 
Metropolitan Blacks Number of Population Percentage of 
Area Living in Sites in Area OfBlacks in Blacks Living 
Waste Site Metro Area in Waste Sites 
Areas (Thousand) 
Chicago 913,430 103 1,200,000 76.1% 
Philadelphia 370, 425 46 642,000 57.7 % 
New York 361,458 77 1,762,000 20.5% 
Detroit 326,175 34 802,000 40.7% 
Houston 317,398 152 455,000 69.8% 
Memphis 312,074 173 313,000 99.8% 
Atlanta 292,757 94 354,000 82.8% 
Source: United Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice, Toxic Wastes and Race in the 
United States: A National Study of Racial and Socioeconomic Characteristics of Communities 
with Hazardous Waste Sites. (New York: United Church of Christ, 1987), 55. 
Since the publication of the General Accounting and United Church of Christ reports, 
several other studies have focused on toxic waste and race. The Atlanta Empowerment 
Zone: Environmental Justice and Sustainable Community Development Primer provides 
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an overview of the status of the environment and environmental justice, which serve as 
a guide for sustainable development. This publication suggests that there are forty-six 
vacant industrial buildings in Atlanta’s Empowerment Zone,9 of which ten are 
brownfields.10 Brownfields are vacated properties, contaminated with hazardous waste. 
Many of these brownfields are found in Black communities. Eric Wilson comments: 
In an issue paper on “Hazardous Waste in Atlanta” for the Atlanta 
Environmental Priorities Project, research showed that zip codes in Atlanta 
with the largest number of toxic releases also had the highest number of 
persons below the poverty level: Lakewood Heights and the adjacent Zone 
communities in zip code area 30315 experienced 11 cases of toxic releases in 
1992. The linkage communities in and near the Chattahoochee Industrial 
District in the 30318 zip codes experienced a total of 83 toxic releases in 
1992, the highest of all the zip codes of the City. Eric Wilson, the current 
director of Environmental Services for Fulton County’s Health Department, 
found that the majority of toxic reporting industries in Fulton County were 
located in areas with larger portions of black residents." 
Lakewood Heights, Chosewood Park, and South Atlanta are Black communities 
within the area known as Empowerment Zone Area 3. Empowerment Zone Area 3 
is 3.53 square miles and consists of five census tracts: 63, 67, 55.02, 55.01. 64. Its 
boundary to the north is Georgia Avenue and Mary Street; to the west Metropolitan 
Avenue and 1-75; and to the south Lakewood Avenue; to the east Boulevard and Hill 
Street. Torres and Mitchell comment: 
9 The Atlanta Empowerment Zone (AEZ) is an initiative of President Clinton’s community 
revitalization strategy. Six cities were granted empowerment zone (EZ) status. These cities are Chicago, 
Philadelphia/Camden, Detroit, New York, Baltimore, and Atlanta. The program provides $100 million 
Title XX social services block grant and wage tax credits over a ten year period. 
10 Torres, Mitchell and Associates, The Atlanta Empowerment Zone: Environmental Justice and 
Sustainable Community Development Primer (Atlanta: Fulton-Atlanta Community Action Authority, 
1996) : 23. 
11 Eric Wilson, Environmental Justice Around the Issue of Hazardous Waste: A Report Prepared 
for (Georgia Institute of Technology, College of Architecture, City Planning Department, June 2,1995) : 
16. 
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Area 3 has a total population of 15, 554 of which 85.68 percent is black and 7.30 
percent is white. Census tract 67 has the largest concentration of whites with 
14.69 percent and tract 63 has the lowest with 0.32 percent. Census tract 63 
has the largest black population in the area with 99.68 percent and tract 64 
has the lowest with 57.25 percent. There are 5,349 households and 3,713 
families with a total of 5,676 children under 18. Of the total number of 
children, 35 percent are under the age of 6. The gender breakdown in Area 3 
is 54 percent female and 46 percent male.12 
The educational status of Lakewood Heights is as follows: 14.5 percent have 
less than a ninth grade education, 27.5 percent attended grades 9-12 but did not 
receive a high school diploma, 30.3 percent graduated from high school, 16.0 
percent have some college education, 2.8 percent have Associate degrees, 4.2 
percent have Bachelor’s degrees, and 4.9 percent have graduate and professional 
degrees. Eighty-one percent of residents are African-American, 14 percent are 
White, 1.0 percent are American Indian, 0.5 percent are Asian, and 4.0 percent are 
Hispanic. A majority of the population in Area 3 consists of African-Americans 
(See Table 4). Upon analysis of gender, there appears to be more women than men. 
Atlanta Empowerment Zone Area 3 consists of a majority Black population with the 
lowest percentage of African-Americans in Census tract 64 (57.25 percent), and the 
highest percentage in Census tract 63 (99.68 percent).13 In Census tracts 55.02 
(96.65 percent), 55.01 (92.88 percent), and 67 (85.31 percent) more than 85 percent of 
the population is African-American (See Table 4). 
12 Torres, Mitchell and Associates, The Atlanta Empowerment Zone: Environmental Justice and 
Sustainable Community Development Primer (Atlanta : Fulton-Atlanta Community Action Authority, 
1996) : 23. 
13 Ibid., 23. 
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Tract 67 4,207 618 3,589 14.69% 85.31% 
Tract 55.02 3,550 93 3,431 2.62% 96.95% 
Tract 55.01 2,669 49 2,479 1.84% 92.88% 
Tract 64 2,924 367 1,674 12.55% 57.25% 
Source: Torres, Mitchell and Associates, The Atlanta Empowerment Zone: Environmental Justice and 
Sustainable Community Development Primer (Atlanta: Fulton-Atlanta Community Action Authority, 
1996) : 23. 
As Table 4 suggests, Blacks represent a majority of the populations in Area 3, varying 
from the lowest in tract 63 (0.32 percent) to the highest in tract 67 (14.69 percent). In 
addition, statistics which include median incomes and educational levels (see Table 5). 
TABLE 5: Atlanta Empowerment Zone Area 3: Income Characteristics in 1996 
















Tract 63 $9,956 $4,524 $6,974 878 40.02% 
Tract 67 $14,661 $8,403 $6,050 1,624 38.60% 
Tract 55.02 $5,209 $13,569 $3,261 2,420 50.85% 
Tract 55.01 $11,223 $22,244 $4,740 1,348 50.51% 
Tract 64 $11,250 $11,429 $4,970 1,487 50.85% 
Source: Torres, Mitchell and Associates, The Atlanta Empowerment Zone: Environmental Justice and 
Sustainable Community Development Primer (Atlanta: Fulton-Atlanta Community Action Authority, 
1996). : 23. 
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As noted in Table 5, Empowerment Zone Area 3, Census tract 67 has the highest 
median income with $14,661, and tract 55.02 has the lowest with $5,209. Residents in 
Census tract 67 have the highest income per capita with $6,974 and tract 55.02 has the 
lowest income per capita with $3,261. South Atlanta’s demographics reflect a population 
of 3,164 people, of which 33.6 percent of the population attended high school and 33.3 
percent graduated from high school, 3.1 percent received bachelor’s degrees, 1.8 percent 
received Associate degrees, and 7.7 percent have received some college education. The 
community’s poor economic status is reflected in its 22.6 percent unemployment rate, a 
median family income of $5,532 and a per capita income of $3,000. Of the households in 
South Atlanta, 44.9 percent receive public assistance and 97.5 percent of the population is 
African-American. South Atlanta has the highest rate of unemployment and the lowest 
levels of income. 
South Atlanta has always been a historically Black community. African-Americans 
make up 97.6 percent of South Atlanta’s population, followed by 1.9 percent Whites, 
0.25 percent American Indian, 0.3 percent Asian, and 0.64 percent Hispanic. South 
Atlanta's age distribution is 16 percent are under five years of age, 33.4 percent are ages 
5-19, 43.5 percent are 20-64, and 7.1 percent are 65 and over. 
In Census tracts in Area 3, 38.60 percent to 50.85 percent of African-Americans live 
below the poverty line. Per capita incomes for Blacks are lower than per capita incomes 
for Whites in the same areas, with the exception to Census tract 63. In addition to the 
low levels of income within Area 3, there are low levels of educational attainment 
(See Table 6). For instance, the majority of residents in these Census tracts have either 
a high school diploma or less than an ninth grade diploma. 
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TABLE 6: Atlanta Empowerment Zone Area 3 : Educational Attainment 























367 514 430 135 33 21 15 
Tract 
67 
463 800 841 213 92 93 21 
Tract 
55.02 
268 268 551 548 141 35 56 
Tract 
55.01 
310 521 391 167 14 46 7 
Tract 
64 
464 461 269 55 16 5 0 
Source: Torres, Mitchell and Associates, The Atlanta Empowerment Zone: Environmental Justice and 
Sustainable Community Development Primer (Atlanta: Fulton-Atlanta Community Action Authority, 
1996): 23. 
The Empowerment Zone (EZ) graphs indicate that Empowerment Zone Area 3 has a 
high Black population, high levels of poverty, and low levels of educational attainment. 
These factors have a positive correlation to the number of hazardous waste facilities in 
people of color and poor communities. The results are similar to the General Accounting 
Office and United Church of Christ Commission studies. The three studies show a 
positive correlation between hazardous waste sites and low-income minority 
communities. 
Coupled with racial demographics, variables of educational attainment and income for 
Empowerment Zone Area 3 show predominantly Black communities that have low levels 
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of income and education. These demographics provide quite a bit of knowledge on 
Area 3; however, they do not give information on the impact of hazardous waste sites. 
There are many gaps in the literature of the environmental justice movement. For 
instance, while studies are important, they do not provide essential information for 
Empowerment Zone Area 3 based on gender, but they do offer considerable discourse on 
race and class. In addition, the concentration of this study is the scarcity of literature on 
Black women in the environmental justice movement. Given the data presented in the 
GAO, UCC, and the Atlanta Primer studies, there is evidence that environmental racism 
does exist in the placement of hazardous waste sites in communities of color in the 
United States. From all indications, these disproportionate sitings lay the groundwork for 
grassroots activism of Black women in promoting environmental justice. Chapter Three 
provides a detailed description of the problems related to the environmental justice 
movement and environmental racism. 
CHAPTER THREE 
LITERATURE REVIEW & CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
Literature Review 
The primary question under investigation is what are the motivation factors of 
African-American women's social activism around environmental justice issues facing 
communities of color. Literature directly related to the research question is limited. 
Thus, this review examines African-American women's social activism around 
environmental justice from a historical perspective. This approach seems to flush out the 
issues of environmental justice concerns which face women of color as they strive to 
ensure that their communities are safe havens for their families by offering them an 
acceptable quality of life. Further, my conceptual framework emerges from a 
combination of social activism and women's responses to environmental degradation. 
The environmental justice movement has emerged from people of color communities 
who have been denied equal environmental protection and equal access to the 
environmental decision-making process. The environmental justice movement began in 





Environmental justice is not just about facility siting. It also involves issues 
and concerns around pesticide exposure, lead poisioning, transboundary toxic 
waste dumping, ...unequal enforcement of environmental, public health, civil 
rights, and housing laws. A new system of environmental justice paradigm is 
needed to replace the current system which trades human health for profit, 
place the burden of proof on the “victims” as opposed to the polluting 
industries, legitimizes human exposure to harmful chemicals, pesticides, and 
hazardous substances, exploits economically and politically vulnerable 
populations, delays clean up activities based on race, class, and geographic 
location and creates an industry around risk assessment, risk management, 
and risk communication as opposed to risk elimination and pollution 
prevention.1 
In other words, the environmental justice movement focuses on a diversity of issues 
around environmental degradation. The themes of gender, racial, and class inequality 
within American society provide the link between environmental justice, and Black 
women’s social activism, and social movement. In order to understand the environmental 
justice movement and how it departs from the mainstream environmental movement, it is 
helpful to look at the origin, goals, and participants of both movements. Early 
environmentalism2 in the United States can be traced back to the 1880’s to the 
conservation and preservation movements. White middle-class men led the conservation 
and preservation movements. For instance, John Muir, the founder of the Sierra Club, led 
the preservationists and Gifford Pinchot, the first American forester, was the leader of the 
conservationists. Although both groups were environmentalists, they had different views 
about the environment, namely land management of the nation’s natural resources. 
1 Robert D. Bullard, “Environmental Racism and ‘Invisible’ Communities,” West Virginia Law 
Review 96, no. 4 (Summer 1994): 1041-1042. 
2 
Environmentalism refers to the philosophy of people motivated to work toward the solution of 
environmental problems. 
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Preservationists believed in leaving areas natural reserves while the conservationists 
believed that sound ecological management practices would conserve natural resources. 
The Hetch Hetchy controversy served as the schism for the two camps of 
environmentalists. Today, the environmental movement, as is the women's movement, is 
composed of different factions. However, the first schism, the Hetch Hetchy dispute was 
important because it drew in working-class men and women into the environmental 
movement. The dispute arose when a dam was proposed by the city of San Francisco on 
the Toulumne River (Hetch Hetchy) Valley in Yosemite.3 According to Taylor: 
The controversy thrust environmental issues into the public stage. For the 
first time, citizens who were not a part of the small elite group of 
preservationists, conservationists and outdoor enthusiasts got involved in the 
environmental debate by writing letters, newspaper articles and participating 
in public debates.4 
Environmentalism remained an upper-class movement throughout most of the early 
and later 1900's. As the 1960’s unfolded, the anti-war, civil rights, women’s, and 
environmental movements emerged. As mentioned previously, the government relocated 
Love Canal and Times Beach, two White communities located on landfills. However, 
little was known about environmental problems in people of color communities. 
Environmental justice activists who live in the “Black” Love Canals have challenged 
American environmentalists to redefine environmentalism and address issues such as 
landfills, lead poisoning, and inadequate housing. Walter Rosenbaum notes: 
3 
Dorceta Taylor, “American Environmentalism: The Role of Race, Class, and Gender in Shaping 




The ecology movement speaks in the middle-and upper-class accents. 
Those most often counted in the ranks of ecology groups are usually white, 
middle-to upper-class, well-educated, and relatively young Americans. Public 
opinion polls and surveys indicate that the ecology movement depends 
heavily on these groups for manpower, financial support, and political 
effectivenes. Conversely, ecology draws relatively meager interest among 
mostly blacks, the poor and the least educated.5 
Rosenbaum’s comments imply that minorities, undereducated, and poor people are 
not concerned with environmental issues. However, minorities and the poor have 
struggled to improve the environment in their communities in the environmental justice 
movement. Rather than continuing to raise their voices within the mainstream 
environmental movement, they chose to create a movement for environmental change 
that reflected and addressed their own environmental issues. Hence, the environmental 
justice movement includes Americans of all backgrounds including working-class 
Whites. Despite the fact that there are over five hundred grassroots environmental justice 
groups, the myth continues to be perpetuated that people of color and poor communities 
do not care about the environment. Thus, the perpetuation of the myth of apathy 
regarding the environment of the poor and minorities is used to justify the continual 
degradation of their neighborhoods. 
For example, Paul Mohai, explained that the marginalization of people of color within 
the environmental movement has made them abstain from participating in environmental 
debates.6 While other researchers argue with people of color are participating in 
5 Walter Rosenbaum, The Politics of Environmental Concern (New York : Praeger Publisher, 1977), 74. 
6 Paul Mohai, “Public Concern and Elite Involvement in Environmental Conservation,” Social 
Science Quarterly 66 (1985): 820. 
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environmental debates by broadening the definition of what classifies as environmental 
issues. Similarly, Taylor states, “Indeed in this decade, and in the past few years in 
particular, there has been a surge of minority and working-class interests in 
environmental issues.”7 The new grassroots groups that emerged broadened the racial and 
social class diversity of the mainstream environmental movement. 
African-American communities confront the degrading effects of polluting industries 
by using indigenous community leaders, organizations and networks that have been 
working on social justice issues since the Civil Rights movement. The Civil Rights 
Movement served as the forerunner of the environmental justice movement by training 
leaders and challenging American social issues. The environmental justice movement 
visibly emerged in the late 1970’s and early 1980’s as people of color recognized the 
linkages between social justice and environmental protection. 
There is no question that many environmental justice advocates and activists 
participated in other social movements such as the Civil Rights Movement. Zimmerman 
notes that, “First environmental equity insitutions gained momentum from earlier civil 
rights movements and their successes. These movements contributed organization, 
leadership, political strategies, and resources to environmental justice issues.”8 In fact, 
many environmental justice leaders developed from established organizations such as the 
Black church and voluntary associations. However, Holly Sklar writes: 
7 Dorceta Taylor, “Attracting and Maintaining Support of Minorities,” in Race and the Incidence of 
Environmental Hazard: A Time for Discourse Bunyan Bryant and Paul Mohai Ed. (Westview Press: Boulder, 1992), 
37. 
7 Rae Zimmerman, “Social Equity and Environmental Risk,” Risk Analvsisl3. no. 6 (1993): 650. 
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Previously passive and unorganized groups in the population Blacks, 
Indians, Chicanos, White ethnic groups, students and women, now embarked 
on concerted efforts to establish their claims to opportunities, positions, 
rewards, and privileges which they had not considered themselves entitled to 
before.9 
While Sklar acknowledges that growing Sklar’s comments do not acknowledge 
previous efforts by people of color environmental justice activists. Rather she describes 
these groups as passive and unorganized. On the other hand, The People of Color 
Directory of Environmental Groups lists over five hundred environmental justice groups 
in the United States, Canada, and Mexico and regional hazards, challenge federal 
regulations and policies.10 Another problematic claim made by Skylar is that minorities 
are capitalizing on environmental struggles. This comment implies that disenfranchised 
communities are profiting from continual degradation of their environment. 
Contrary to the Skylar’s claims, environmental degradation takes a heavier toll on 
minority communities. The United Church of Christ Commission on Racial Justice 
reported: 
Blacks were heavily over-represented in the population of metropolitan 
areas with the largest number of uncontrolled toxic waste sites. These areas 
include: Memphis, Tennessee (152 sites), Cleveland, Ohio (106 sites), 
Chicago, Illinois (103 sites), and Atlanta, Georgia (94 sites).11 
However, residents in polluted communities are not sitting silent as bystanders to 
these environmental injustices, instead they are working toward change. Robert Bullard 
9 Holly Sklar, Trilateralism (Boston: South End Press, 1980), 37. 
10 Ibid. 243. 
11 Ibid. xiv. 
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and Glenn Johnson found that, “Grassroots groups organized themselves, educated 
themselves, and empowered themselves to make fundamental changes in the way that 
environmental protection is performed in their communities.”12 
According to Bullard, in the 1980’s Blacks and other people of color became 
increasingly aware of environment justices and the potential health risks associated with 
pollution. Bullard writes in Dumping in Dixie: Race. Class, and Environmental Quality: 
After more than a decade of intense study, targeted research, public 
hearings, and grassroots leadership summits, environmental justice struggles 
have taken center stage. Yet, all communities are not created equal. Some 
individuals, neighborhoods, communities, and regions have become the 
dumping grounds for all kinds of toxins.13 
The environmental justice movement began in the early 1980’s was further 
substantiated by research including the General Accounting Office and United Church of 
Christ studies. As Pinderhughes states, “Research on the link between race, class, power, 
and environmental inequity has contributed to the emergence of the environment justice 
movement.”14 She further suggests that the environmental justice movement emerged as 
women of color confronted local environmental inequalities. Similarly, Celene Krauss 
writes: 
12 Robert D. Bullard and Glenn S. Johnson, “Environmental and Economic Justice: The Journal of 
Intergroup Relations 17. no. 1 (Spring 1990) : 33. 
13 Robert D. Bullard, Dumping in Dixie” Race. Class, and Environmental Quality (Boulder: 
Westview Press, 1990), xvi. 
14Ibid. 243. 
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Spurred by the threat that toxic wastes pose to family health and community 
survival, female grassroots activists have assumed the leadership of 
community environmental struggles. As part of a larger movement for 
environmental justice, they constitute a diverse constituency, including 
working-class housewives and secretaries, rural African-American farmers, 
urban residents, Mexican-American farm workers and Native-Americans.15 
For example, Lois Gibbs, a White middle class housewife in Love Canal, New York 
led a successful campaign for the government relocation of her community, which had 
been contaminated, by toxic waste. In addition, women of color environmental justice 
activists to address issues in their own communities founded all Native Americans for a 
Clean Environment, Mothers of East Los Angeles, and Concerned Citizens of South 
Central Los Angeles. Cynthia Cockbum offers an understanding of women’s roles in the 
community. She states, “Women are more likely to take on these issues than men 
precisely because the home has been defined and prescribed as a women’s domain.”16 
These women typically become involved in community efforts because they felt 
compelled to protect their families from immediate environmental threats. 
For instance at the inception of the environmental justice movement in Warren 
County, North Carolina, a Black woman named Dolly Burwell spoke lead protests and 
demonstrations. Burwell served as a motivation for other Black women throughout the 
United States who were living in polluted communities such as Hazel Johnson. Johnson 
and her daughter Cheryl decided to mobilize their community against environmental 
15 Celene Krauss, "Women of Color on the Front Line" in Robert D. Bullard (ed.), 
Unequal Protection: Environmental Justice and Communities of Color (San Francisco: Sierra 
Club Books, 1994), 256. 
16 Cynthia Cockbum, “Women, Home, And Community: The Struggle In An Urban 
Environment,” Race. Poverty & the Environment 1. no. 1 (April 1990), 10. 
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injustice in Southside Chicago, Illinois. Johnson lives in Altgeld Gardens, a public 
housing complex in Southeast Chicago where over fifty-abandoned hazardous waste sites 
a located within a mile radius of the public housing.17 After the death of her husband 
from cancer and the subsequent chronic illnesses of other residents, Johnson began 
conducting research on potential environmental health hazards in her community. 
Yet, another African-American woman in Convent, Louisiana joined the 
environmental justice movement. In 1982, her thirty-year old daughter died of breast 
cancer which Ms. West attributes to the presence of smokestacks and incinerators in her 
community. Much like Johnson who calls Southside Chicago, a “toxic donut”, Ms. West 
and her neighbors state that they live in Cancer Alley because of the pollution of 
petrochemical companies along the eighty mile corridor from Baton Rouge to New 
Orleans. West and other women in the St. James Parish organized local schools, 
churches, and in their homes to stop Shintech, a Japanese manufacturer of polyvinyl 
chloride (PVC). With the assistance of Greenpeace and Tulane University 
Environmental Law Clinic, the St. James Citizens group filed a compliant against 
Shintech. St. James residents used President Executive Order 12898 as a legal tool to 
prevent Shintech from building yet another facility in their community. EPA 
Administrator, Carol Browner delayed Shintech’s air permit and asked the Louisiana 
Department of Environmental Quality to hold a public hearing and reconsider granting air 
permits to Shintech. After eighteen months of hard work, the St. James Citizens won 
17 Dorceta Taylor, “Mobilizing for Environmental Justice in Communities of Color: An Emerging 
Profile of People of Color Environmental Groups, in Aley, J.R., Canover, B., Field, D. (1998) Ecosystem 
Management: Adaptive Strategies for Natural Resources Organizations in the 21 st Century. Philadelphia: 
PA: Taylor & Francis, 37. 
41 
their fight. Shintech abandoned their efforts to obtain air permits for the Convent 
plants and proposed their activities in another community. 
Hazel Johnson, Dolly Burwell, and Emelda West are examples of Black women who 
saw environmental injustices in their communities, mobilized residents, sought additional 
assistance, and fought against polluting industries. For every Dolly Burwell or Emelda 
West, there are many more Black women environmental activists. Likewise, throughout 
American history, Black women have been catalysts of social change movements. In 
particular, Black women have served as the backbone of the Black community as 
teachers, nurses, laborers, mothers, and caretakers. Gerda Lemer comments: 
The story of the sustained self-sacrificing effort of the black community to 
educate its young has been less well documented and researched. The 
evidence, as recorded in some of the documents in the collection, suggests 
that black self-help community effort was greater than is generally 
appreciated. In this effort black women played a signficant role.18 
Black women have been political throughout their history in their efforts to transform 
the social, political, and economic institutions of this nation. Black women have played 
important roles in social movements of the 19th century including abolition, suffrage, and 
women’s club movements. Shirley Yee who describes some of the motivating factors for 
Black women’s participation in abolitionist activities. Yee states: “Central to the 
experiences of black female abolitionists were community-building, political organizing, 
and forging a network of personal and professional friendships with other activists.”19 
18
 Gerda Lemer, Black Women in White America: A Documentary History (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1992), 77. 
19 Shirley Yee, Black Women Abolitionists: A Study in Activism 1828-1860 (Knoxville: The 
University of Tennessee Press, 1992), 2. 
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Former slave Sojourner Truth, an illiterate Black slave publicly espoused women’s 
suffrage and suffrage when few women dared to speak in public. Similar to the 
preceding movement, Black women such as Mary Church Terrell and Ida B. Wells in the 
Women’s Club Movement continued to use their individual voices to speak for other 
Black women who suffered from social injustices. In addition, their organizing efforts 
sought to improve eudcational, health, and social services for Blacks. Generations of 
Black women’s activists and political leaders continue in the struggle against sexism, 
racism, and classism. Patricia Hill Collins comments: 
Contested defintions of power, activism, amd resistance have influenced 
scholarship in Black Women’s Studies. On one hand, recent research on 
African-American women stresses the ways in which Black women are 
oppressed, especially by interlocking structures of oppression. On the other 
hand, the literature simultaneously explores Black women’s strength and 
resiliency in the face of hardship and despair, features thought to characterize 
Black women’s resistance to oppression. 0 
Neither research in Black Women’s Studies nor eco-feminism has focused on 
Black women in the environmental movements or in the environmental justice 
movement. Collins argues that African-American women become active in social 
movements because they see themselves as family caregivers and protectors of life. 
Paul Mohai wriotes that the socialization of the woman to be a nurturer of family 
may influence their motivation to participant in the environmental justice movement. 
Mohai states, “In the first way, concerns about pollution in the environment are a 
result of concerns about their potential impact on family members, particularly, 
20 Ibid. 140. 
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children. In the second way, nuturing attitudes about family members foster 
nurturing attitudes toward nature as well.”21 Hence, Mohai alludes to the assumption 
that the family, home, and community have traditionally been defined as the private 
or “woman’s” spehere and that nuturing is an integral role for women. Therefore, 
anything that threatens the livelihood or well-being of the family and its 
surroundings motivates women to become involved. This fits well within the 
environmental justice framework because this rationale suggests that it is better to 
eliminate the threat before it endangers one’s health and well-being. Most women 
want to ensure a healthy environment for their families, especially their children. 
Likewise, Black women environmental justice leaders mobilize their neighborhoods 
to find solutions to problems that decrease the quality of life in their neighborhoods 
whether it is drugs, crime, or environmental degradation. African-American women 
fight to sustain their communities, their families, and environment. However, 
women in low-income areas as it has been noted fight multiple oppressions. 
Therefore, the environmental justice activism of Black women grows out of ideology 
of preservation of the family, community, and environment where they live, work, 
and play. 
Black women activists act and react to situations and circumstances that threaten the 
maintenance of community integrity. As cultural workers, Black women strive to 
21 Paul Mohai, “Gender Differences in the Perceptions of the Most Important Environmental 
Problems,” Race. Gender, and Class, vol. 5, no. 1 (1997). 
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preserve the traditions of African culture. An excellent example of an African- 
American woman cultural worker was Ella Baker. As Charles Payne describes Baker: 
Her entire adult life was devoted to building organizations that worked for 
social change by encouraging individual growth and individual 
empowerment. Nonetheless, even among those generally knowledgeable 
about history of the Afro-American struggle, neither her name nor her sense 
of how we make change are widely known.22 
The invisibility of Black women leaders, such as Ella Baker, in the chronicles of 
African-American history denies these women credit for making a significant 
contribution to society as earlier noted by Burwell and Johnson. Hence, one woman’s 
activism when shared with other women can become an inspiration for social change and 
community leadership. Among the African-American women activists who are not 
recognized within the environmental justice movement are a growing number of 
working-class women who are forming groups that investigate the siting of noxious 
facilities, toxic contamination, and environmental safety in their neighborhoods. 
Cynthia Hamilton writes, “Working class minority women are more motivated to 
organize around very pragmatic environmental issues, rather than those normally 
associated with the more middle-class organization.”23 Hamilton recognizes that working- 
class women mobilze around local, state, regional, and international environmental 
issues. Taylor adds that women make up 42 percent of leadership positions in state 
22 Charles Payne, “Ella Baker and Models of Social Change,” Sims 14, no. 4, (1989): 885. 
23 Ibid. 3. 
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groups, 48 percent of regional groups, anmd 51 percent of international environmental 
groups.24 
Grassroots environmental organizations that are listed in 1994’s People of Color 
Directory of Environmental Groups did not begin as environmental groups. In the South 
and Southwest, 54.8 percent of environmental justice groups started as civic associations 
and social justice organizations rather than as environmental organizations. Further 
inquiry indicates that these organizations do not concentrate solely on environmental 
issues, but rather take a holistic approach toward addressing environmental, economic, 
and social ills in their communities. As it has discussed by Hamilton and Taylor, women 
of color are the grassroots leaders and organizers of the environmental justice. 
Writing in the same vein is Jacquelyn Grant who comments, “They (women) 
identified oppression-racism in particular, but also sexism and classism. Having 
committed themselves to the movement from an oppressive structure to a liberating and 
liberative one, they recognized that it might require moving over those who obstruct the 
process.”25 Women environmental justice leaders use a holistic leadership approach 
toward addressing environmental problems. As Collins writes, Black women 
24 Dorceta Taylor, Mobilizing for Environmental Justice in Communities of Color : An Emerging 
Profile of People of Color Environmental Groups,” In Ecosystem Management: Adaptive Strategies for 
Natural Resources Organizations in the 21 st Century, ed. Aley, J., Canover, B. And Field, D. (1998) 
(Philadelphia, PA: Taylor & Francis) :37. 
25 Jacquelyn Grant, “ Civil Rights Women: A Source for Doing Womanist Theology”, In Beyond 
the Human Self: Grassroots Activists in the Mississippi Civil Rights Movement: Trailblazers and 
Torchbearers. 1941-1962. Vicki L. Crawford, Jacqueline Anne Rouse, and Barbara Wood, (eds.) 
(Indianapolis: University of Indiana, 1993), 13. 
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demonstrate their involvement by engaging in both individual and group actions for 
group survival and institutional transformation. Collins states: 
All individual and group actions that directly challenge legal and customary 
rules governing African-American women's subordination can be seen as part 
of the struggle for institutional transformation. Participating in civil rights 
organizations, labor unions, feminists groups, boycotts, and revolts exemplify 
this dimension of Black women's activist traditions. 
Although Collins does not conceptualize Black women's activism in the environmental 
justice movement, she makes reference to Black women's involvement in other social 
change movements including the Civil Rights Movements. Afterall, her model and the 
environmental justice movement reflect African-American womens’ fight to end 
insitutional racism. Hence, the environmental racism as well as Black women’s activism 
against it must be conceptualized inorder to answer the primary research question, “What 
factors motivate Black women’s involvement in the environmental justice movement?” 
Just as no one person or group has the solutions to solving environmental inequities, a 
combination of theorizations are used to conceptualize Black women’s motivation to 
become involved in the environmental justice movement. Therefore, this holistic 
conceptual framework uses as its basis, this synthesis of theories of social movements, 
Black women's activism, and environmental justice. 
26 Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge. Consciousness, and the Politics of 
Empowerment. (New York : Routledge, 1990), 140. 
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A combination of Bullard's environmental justice framework and Collins' 
conceptualization of Black women's social activism are the two frameworks that are used 
to guide the research question, "What are the socio-political-economic factors that 
stimulate African-American women's activism around environmental justice issues?" 
In addition, an examination of classical social movement theories is discussed to 
demonstrate that these theories have little relevance to the mobilization of the 
environmental justice movement. Classical social movement theorists have failed to 
show African-American women's power, activism, and resistance of the interlocking 
systems of race, class, and gender oppression. 
Although Bullard’s framework does not specifically address women’s activism, 
many of the points in the framework can be applied to Black women’s activism in the 
environmental justice movement. Unlike Bullard’s framework, Collins views Black 
women’s activism not only from the paradigm of victimization but the thrust of utlizing 
leadership to change conditions. The role of Black women's activism is crucial for 
understanding the grassroots struggles for social change that African-American women 
undertake in their fight agasinst environmental racism which leaves their communities 
polluted and unsafe. Collins states, “On one hand, recent research on African-American 
women stresses the ways in which Black women are oppressed, especially by the 
48 
interlocking structures of oppression...(on the other hand,) theoretical analyses of 
African-American power, activism, and resistance remain elusive.”27 
Robert Bullard’s environmental justice framework deviates from traditional 
environmental protection models in which decisions and policies are made by a few 
officials without public participation. Bullard’s framework calls for a paradigm shift that 
asks the questions “who gets what, why, and how much?” He states: 
The environmental justice framework rests on an ethical analysis of 
strategies to eliminate unfair, unjust, and inequitable conditions and decision 
making. It seeks to prevent threats to health and protect the integrity of 
people and communities before it occurs. The framework also incorporates 
elements of other social movements that seek to eliminate the harmful 
practices, land use, industrial planning, health care, and sanitation services.28 
The environmental justice framework addresses environmental protection as a right, 
public health model of prevention, shifts the burden of proof to polluters, and redresses 
discrimination by targeting actions and resources.”29 The environmental justice 
framework grew out of the 17 Principles of Environmental Justice which were created by 
people of color environmental groups at the 1991 First National People of Color 
Environmental Leadership Summit. The environmental justice framework adopts a 
public health model of prevention by stressing the importance of eliminating the threat 
before harm occurs as its preferred strategy for protecting communities. Women leaders 
27 Ibid. 140. 
28 Robert D. Bullard, “Unequal Environmental Protection: Incorporating Environmental Justice in 
Decision Making,” In Worst Things First? The Debate over Risk-Based National Environmental Priorities. 
Adam M. Finkel and Dominic Golding (eds.), (Washington D.C. : Resources for the Future, 1994), 243. 
29 Ibid. 243. 
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in the environmental justice movement advocate prevention rather than treatment. In 
addition, environmental justice framework shifts the burden of proof to 
polluters/dischargers who do harm, who discriminate, or who do not give equal 
protection to racial and ethnic minorities. 
Bullard’s and Collins’perspectives demonstrates a degree of overlap between 
liberation struggles of Black women in the environmental justice movement and Black 
women's social activism. This unique theoretization will seek to fill the voids in both 
bodies of literature and document grassroots Black women leaders in the environmental 
justice movement. In addition, it provides an excellent opportunity to understand Black 
women’s collective action. 
Women emerged in the environmental justice movement as leaders partially due to the 
non-hierrarcial structure of people of color environmental justice groups. Also, the 
groups have adopted the idea that everyone has a voice. Involvement in grassroots 
organizations allow women who have been locked out of formal politics the opportunity 
to have voice and serve as leaders. Black women activists are very vocal because they 
are no longer willing to deal with the outcomes of unequal environmental policies such as 
living around toxic waste. They want to be involved in decision making process of 
environmental policies. Moreover, the impact of environmental justice on women is not 
implicitly addressed. Therefore, this study seeks to broaden the existing framework by 
adding the perspective representative of Black women’s social activism within the 
movement. 
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Utilizing both Bullard’s and Collins’ frameworks, the assumption can be made that 
Black women are likely to become active participants in disputes regarding hazardous 
waste facilities in their communities. In addition, the organizing efforts of Black women 
in communities contribute to the growth of social movements. While both authors offer 
theorization that is applicable to the motivation of African American women to 
participate in social movements. These two frameworks uncover the activism of Black 
communities in the environmental justice movement. The frameworks represent a 
paradigm shift from classical social movement theories which have typically ignored 
Black women leaders in social change. Upon closer examination of classical social 
movement, resource mobilization, and social constructionists theoretizations, one will 
find that Black women’s involvement in the environmental justice movement does not fit 
these existing frameworks. 
Classical social movement theorists view social movements as a collective action 
taken by a group of people directed toward change in the social structure and/or ideology 
of society. Social movements constitute organized efforts around common issues of 
concern by a group of people to challenge mainstream values, practices, or traditions. 
Classical social movement theorists believe that social movements occur because of a 
social strain on the system rather than as a part of the political process. Social 
participation models suggest that grievances, alienation, and status inconsistency are the 
major factors, which cause social movements. 
In the 1970s, social movement scholars began to look toward resource mobilization 
theory. In contrast to earlier mainstream perceptions of social movements, this approach 
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stressed the natural and organized character of social movements. Me Carthy and Zald 
utilize the resource mobilization theory to explain people’s motivation to become 
participants in social change movements. Resource mobilization theorists criticize 
classical social movement theory because of its concentration on the availability of 
resources for collective action as being more important in triggering social movements 
than grievances of people seeking change. They stated that time, money, knowledge of 
the political system, and organization affiliation become the resources that mobilize 
people into collective action. 
Money can be onsidered one resource which galvanizes people to engage in collective 
action. Grassroots organizations have limited funds to address these environmental 
issues. However, people who lack many resources continue to devote their time and 
services to addressing environmental issues in their communities. Grassroots 
environmental organizations depend on outside funding such as grants for operation. 
Resource mobilization theory has contributed to the understanding of organizational 
resource building of major social movements and organizations. However, resource 
mobilization theory does not adequately describe the micromobilization of the 
environmental justice movement because minorities partiepate in the environmental 
justice movement despite a lack of resources, including money. Aldon Morris contends 
that organizations do not emerge as part of social movements but rather become 
important in the later stages. Morris writes: 
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Social movements are theorized to be relatively spontaneous and 
unstructured. Movement participants are often portrayed as nonrational actors 
functioning outside of normative contraints and propelled by high levels of 
strain.30 
Doug Me Adams broadened Morris's work by emphasizing the importance of 
indigenous organizations for the political mobilization of Blacks during the Civil Rights 
and Black Power Movements.31 His theorization differs from traditional resource 
mobilization theory because it recognizes the development by peoples’ collective 
definition of their unjust situation. In addition, it recognizes the importance of human 
resources for mobilization of social movements, such as the environmental justice 
movement. The lack of financial resources by poor and minority communities does not 
stop them from organizing, sharing strategies, and working together to solve 
environmental problems in their communities. 
The social constructionist tradition pays more attention to the nonmaterial resources 
and micromobilization forces of social movements. The social constructionist points out 
that the viable symbolic presentation of social problem both to participants themselves 
and to the general public is an essential task for any successful social movement. Capek 
states, “A social constructionist perspective is particularly useful for understanding the 
emergence of an environmental justice frame and its mobilizing power in the 
30 Aldon Morris. "Black Southern Sit-In Movement: An Analysis of Internal Organization." 
American Sociological Review 46 (September 1984) : 745. 
31 Doug Me Adams, Political Process and the Development of Black Insurgency 1930-1970 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 770. 
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environmental movement.”32 Unlike resource mobilization theorists who place 
emphasis upon financial resources and political power to propel the movement forward, 
grassroots groups that have mobilized against hazardous waste facilities have generally 
had less access to these resources. Yet, grassroots environmental justice activists work 
with the limited resources they have to improve their communities. One of the most vital 
resources women of color environmental justice activists use is their individual and 
collective voices. 
The unique conceptualization that results from the synthesis of the theoretical 
frameworks on the environmental justice movement and Black women’s activism 
indicates the importance of individual and collective voice of Black women 
environmental justice activists. African-American women environmental justice activists 
use both their individual and collective voice to promote an awareness of enviromental 
issues within their communities. These women leaders voice their concerns about 
environmental dangers that exist in their neighborhoods to decision makers in hope of 
improving conditions. As these women raise consciousness about environmental 
inequities that make their communities vulnerable to hazardous waste, they urge residents 
to take collectivce action against polluting industries. 
African-American women environmental justice leaders recognize that their 
individual voices are limited in mobilizing the community. Therefore, they gather with 
other Black women who are motivated by the same issues and use their collective voice 
32 Stella Capek, “The Environmental Justice Frame: A Conceptual Discussion and an 
Application,” Social Problems 40, no. 1 (February 1993): 5. 
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to bring about social change and elimination of hazardous waste sites in their 
communities. For instance, one woman standing outside of a hazardous waste facility 
gate with a picket sign is likely to be ignored. However, a group of twenty people raising 
their voices and picketing is likley to draw the attention of other community residents, the 
factory management, and perhaps the media. 
Likewise, African-American women establish community environmental 
organizations in which they can use their individual and collective voices to oppose 
hazardous waste facilities. In these environmental organizations, individual voices are 
often ignored by City Council members and other decision makers. These groups are 
decentralized so that every member of group feels that their roles is significant. Black 
women who have been locked out of politics, decision making, and policy making 
bodies, have a channel to voice their concerns and offer solutions to the host of 
environmental problems that are in their communities. Black women environmental 
justice activists are no longer marginalized from outside forces, but rather supported by 
their neighbors and recognized as community leaders. The rise of environmental justice 
coalitions and organizations as documented by The People of Color Environmental 
Groups Directory make it impossible for mainstream environmentalists to argue that 
minorities and the poor do not care about the environment. 
The importance of both their individual and collective voices as women leaders 
opposing hazardous waste facilities in their communities emerge despite race, class, and 
gender oppression in American society. They view environmental racism as another 
form of institutional racism that hinders Black men, women, and children from enjoying 
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the basic rights of life, that is, the ability to live in a clean and healthy environment. 
Many of the factors that motivated their participation in past social movements are also 
reflected in the literature on Black women in the environmental justice movement. This 
conceptualization recognizes the social roles of women in the family, home, and the 
community that have motivated generations of Black women to use their individual and 
collective voice in social justice movements. 
Both individual and collective voices of African-American women leaders have 
emerged from the environmental justice movement. These women leaders oppose 
hazardous waste facilities in their communities along with sexism and classism. They 
view environmental injustice as another form of racism, anmely environmental racism 
that impacts their lives. Yet, courageous women such as Emelda West and Hazel 
Johnson do not accept these environmental inqualities but rather they create awareness of 
environmental problems in their communities and organize their neighbors to take action. 
This chapter reviewed the environmental justice literature. In addition, it presented 
different conceptualizations, including the researcher’s own perspective regarding the 
motivation factors of Black women environnmental justice activists and the strategies 
that these women activisits employ. Chapter Four presents the methodology used in 




This study examines the environmental activism of thirty African-American women in 
South Atlanta, Chosewood Park, and Lakewood Heights who live near a toxic waste site. 
The primary research question is what motivates African-American women to organize 
around environmental justice issues. 
Three Southeast Atlanta communities with the following criteria have been selected: 
a) must contain a hazardous waste facility, b) have a population of (50 percent or more 
African-American, c) have a low-income population (annual incomes less than 
$10,000/year), and d) have demonstrated some community activism regarding the 
hazardous waste site. This study examined the environmental justice movement through 
thirty oral histories of African-American women in three Atlanta communities involved in 
an environmental dispute with a local recycling facility. 
Sample 
The sample consists of thirty African-American women of low socio-economic 
status (SES) who reside in Lakewood Heights, Chosewood Park, and South. Snowball 
sampling, also known as chain referral, network, and reputation sampling, was used to 
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identify thirty participants for the study. The researcher asked participants, “Are there 
any other women in the community who have been active in opposing the site who would 
be willing to talk reliability of the study were increased. As women were interviewed 
they referred other women, which added validity. The study relied on personal and social 
networks of people within the community who were organizing around environmental 
issues. 
Instruments 
The study's instruments consist of a fifteen-question oral history interview schedule 
(Appendix IV). and a twenty-five-question background survey for each participant. 
(Appendix V). The People of Color Environmental Directory information form was 
utilized in creating in the instruments.1 The oral history schedule consisted of questions 
related to: demographics, environmental activism, organizational membership, and 
community involvement. For instance, the demographic section consisted of questions to 
elicit information on age, race, ethnicity, occupation, education, and marital status. 
Further, questions used for gathering the oral histories related to the six themes of family 
concern, community concern and capacity building, family involvement in environment 
issues, and environmental racism. The instrument was pre-tested on five women with 
similar demographics who lived in another community in Atlanta. Any modification 
needed for either strategy was made prior to interviewing the thirty women for the study. 
'The People of Color Environmental Directory is a booklet, which consists of listings of over 200 
grassroots environmental organizations throughout the United States, Canada, and Mexico. 
Procedures 
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After the women agreed to participate, the researcher set up an appointment with each 
woman to discuss the purpose of the study, distribute and collect informed consent forms, 
complete a survey, and conduct an in-depth interview. Each interview was recorded with 
the participant's consent. Upon completion of the interview, the researcher reviewed the 
tape and field notes. Transcriptions of the interviews were analyzed and the responses to 
the questions were coded by similar themes. 
The actual interview took place within a one-hour time frame in a location of the 
participant's choice. The interviewer asked the respondent to review the transcription of 
the interview to make certain that the speaker's own voice is preserved in the interview 
transcription (See Appendix III). 
Sites of the Study 
The investigator conducted archival research on each community. The researcher 
used newspaper articles from the Atlanta Daily World and Atlanta Journal Constitution, 
local libraries, and other archival sources. A detailed study of each of the community 
included the following information: demographics of the community and income level of 
the opposition groups that formed, and community action taken against the facility. 
South Atlanta 
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South Atlanta is one of Atlanta’s most historic Black communities. The community 
was established in the early 1870s. During reconstruction, Black institutions for higher 
education were established because segregation did not permit Blacks to attend 
universities and colleges with Whites. In fact, South Atlanta began as a community with 
two educational institutions, Clark University and Gammon Theological Seminary.2 In 
1872, approximately four hundred acres of land along Me Donough Road were purchased 
by the Freedman’s Aid Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church. This tract of land 
became the home to a new school, Clark University, which was founded to educate 
former slaves and their children. By 1884, Clark University’s Divinity School became a 
separate institution named Gammon Theological Seminary. Gammon Theological 
Seminary built its campus on a nineteen acre lot adjacent to Clark University.3 
Clark’s founder, Bishop Gilbert Haven, established the surrounding area by 
organizing committees to lay out the streets and sell lots for homes. Two-story Victorian 
homes were built as housing for faculty of Clark University and Gammon Theological 
Seminary. Frame cottages were built for working-class residents and married students. 
The streets, such as Bisbee and Martin Avenues, were named in honor of Clark 
University and Gammon Theological Seminary faculty members.4 In the 1930s, South 
2 Franklin M. Garrett, Atlanta and Its Environs: A Chronicle of Its People and Events, vol. 1, (New 
York: Lewis Publishing Company, 1954), 822-823. 
3 James P. Brawley, The Clark College Legacy: An Interpretative History of Relevant Education 
1869-1975, (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1977), 3. 
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Atlanta became a cultural center with the largest concentration of middle-class Blacks 
in the city. 
In 1941, Clark University joined the Atlanta University Center and moved to its 
present day campus in Southwest Atlanta. Clark University became a member of a 
consortium of schools including Morehouse College, Spelman College, and Atlanta 
University. Since Atlanta University was the only institution within the consortium that 
granted graduate degrees, Clark University had a name change and became Clark 
College. By 1959, Gammon Theological Seminary was experiencing some financial 
difficulties and decided that it could not maintain its campus in South Atlanta. Therefore, 
Gammon moved to the Interdenominal Theological Center which borders the Atlanta 
University Center. The loss of both institutions was a blow to South Atlanta’s social and 
economic strucuture. 
In 1947, the Atlanta public school system took over the former Clark campus and in 
the 1950s the homes of the former campus were destroyed to make way for the Carver 
Comprehensive High School. The remains of Clark University on the Carver 
Comprehensive High School campus include Leete Hall which was built in 1920 and is 
today used for offices, classrooms, and an assembly center. In addition to Leete Hall, a 
tree lined walkway of magnolias known as, Magnolia Lane, which once bordered faculty 
homes also remains.5 It was known also as a gathering place for young couples. One of 
the oldest buildings in South Atlanta is the 1906 Morse Building which once served as 
offices for Black physicians. 
5 Interview with Mrs. Selma Richardson, 1 December 1998. 
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South Atlanta's history has been recorded noting the importance of Gammon 
Theological Seminary and Clark University. However, little information is available 
about Lakewood Heights and Chosewood Park. The information that was accessed for 
this study includes archival data that is available to the pulbic and housed at the Auburn 
African-American Research Library, Atlanta History Center, City of Atlanta Bureau of 
Planning, Neighborhood Planning Unit Y, Georgia State Archives, and the Atlanta Public 
Library. In addition, I relied heavily on community residents and those who once lived in 
the community to fill in the gaps and provide more insight. Two such residents are 
African-American women named Madonna Ross Parker and Ella Tremell. These women 
are recognized as leaders in South Atlanta and have lived there most of the adult lives. 
Madonna Ross Parker is an 87 year old woman who has lived in the community all 
her life, excluding four years in the 1920’s. She is a graduate of Clark College, and was 
an employee of Atlanta Life Insurance for fifty years. She lives in a neat bungalow on 
Bisbee Street and is active in Henry M. White United Methodist Church and the South 
Atlanta Civic League. She states that after Clark and Gammon moved: 
The community started to go downhill. Now it is at its lowest ebb...When my 
husband and I were remodeling this house, people said ‘Don’t put much 
money in it, because the neighborhood’s going down.’ We thought about 
moving to the west side of town, but my mother was sick and didn’t want to 
go. I’m sorry we didn’t go when we said we were going.. .1 wish something 
would happen to bring the South Atlanta community back again. I’m praying 
each day something will happen.6 
6
 Interview with Madonna Parker, 1996 
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Another longtime South Atlanta resident is Ella Trammell. She has lived in South 
Atlanta most of her life and is a Clark College alumnus. She is an active member of the 
South Atlanta Civic League and has been active in the community’s environmental 
disputes. She states that the environment of the South Atlanta community is a concern of 
many of the residents and these conditions can not improve without active civic 
participation such as voting. 
Lakewood Heights 
The first houses in the Lakewood Heights neighborhood were built in the late 1910s 
to the early 1920s. The area was well known for its lakes which border Jonesboro Road 
and Lakewood Avenue along a thriving business district. In the late 1920s many of the 
community’s residents found employment in the General Motors plant on Lakewood 
Avenue. Fifty years ago, Lakewood Heights was a busy community made up of General 
Motors plant workers. The community was comprised mainly of homeowners who 
occupied 1,000 cottages, brick houses, and bungalows. The Lakewood plant employed a 
labor force of 2,100 employees. The closing of the General Motors plant in 1990 was an 
economic turning point for the community. White General Motors workers left 
Lakewood Heights and bought homes in the suburbs. Some White families retained their 
properties and rented them to Black families. The neighborhood went through a 
transition from a working-class White community to a working-class Black community. 
Vem Me Carthy, an Atlanta City Councilman who represents the District 1 stated: 
“I don’t think the neighborhood has quite recovered from the closing of the General 
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Motors plant.” In 1996, Mindis Recyclying and Treatment Services moved onto the 
old General Motors site. Currently, the eighty acre property contains five treatment 
companies: Mindis Treatment Services, a water treatment plant, Mindis Metals, 
Landmark Environmental, and Visy Recycling. Environmental problems associated with 
the site have caused residents to oppose Mindis. In 1997, community residents, including 
African-American women in the South Atlanta Civic League, Concerned Citizens of 
Chosewood Park, and Lakewood Heights Civic Association successfully fought the 
proposal to build a junkyard and concrete reycyling plant on the site. On December 5, 
1996, the Lakewood Community Civic Organization held a prayer vigil and 
demonstration on Jonesboro Road and Lakewood Avenue. The demonstration was part 
of an effort by local residents to take back their community. 
Chosewood Park 
Similar, to Lakewood Heights, Chosewood Park was once a working-class White 
community. In the 1970s, most of the Whites moved to the suburbs when their jobs 
moved from the city and the neighborhood became predominantly African-American. 
However, within the last ten years, the population has become quite diverse with the 
arrival of Vietnamese and Hispanic residents. Chosewood Park is a historic 




The oral history methodology was chosen because it captures the experiences of 
women’s lives and validates the women’s experiences from their own perspectives and in 
their own words. Oral histories as a form of participatory research allowed the researcher 
to capture the women’s ideas, attitudes, and concerns about the environment. Shulamit 
Reinharz suggests, “Just as in our past, the contemporary feminist researchers are 
interested in oral histories and biographical work for several reasons: to develop feminist 
theory, express affinity and admiration for other women, contribute to social justice, 
facilitate understanding among social classes, and explore the meaning of events in the 
eyes of women.”7 In addition, as a form of feminist research, oral histories allow the 
researcher to connect women’s experiences in the past to those in the present and future. 
Over the past forty years, oral histories have become the instrument for collecting and 
telling people’s history, breaking stereotypes, and filling the gaps of research. Oral 
histories are powerful because they allow people to tell their own stories. One good 
example of the use of oral histories is “The Black Women’s Oral History Project” that 
was conducted by the Schlessinger Library. It serves the purpose of documenting the 
lives of some remarkable groups of women by recording their life experiences. Terborg- 
Penn comments: 
7 Shulamit Reinharz, Feminist Methods in Social Research (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1992), 134. 
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It is crucial because during the past few years, criticism has ranged from total 
rejection of the idea that Black women have a history of their own to 
acknowledge that we must, to some extent have a history but that our 
experiences could not vary that much from that of blacks as a group of 
women in general.8 
Oral histories are an important part of Women’s Studies because they present rich 
primary data relevant to the lives and study of women. In addition, oral histories serve as 
a vehicle to understand African-American traditions, customs, language, and experiences. 
As historian Darlene Hine states, “African-American women have played significant 
roles in the ongoing struggle for freedom and equality for social justice, suffrage, fair 
housing, temperance, anti-lynching, absolute poll taxes, Jim Crow.”9 This study, as well 
as the Schesslinger collection, serves as a documentary of the voices of African- 
American women leaders. 
Oral histories were used in this study to uncover the individual and collective voices 
and motivations of African-American women who oppose hazardous waste facilities in 
their communities. Pioneering research such as this is important to the history of the 
environmental justice movement, women’s history, and African-American history 
because it highlights the role of Black women as community leaders. It is important to 
document these women's contributions and accomplishments before they die. The value 
of this study is that it gives recognition and voice to the struggles of Black women 
environmental activists. In addition, it creates consciousness of gender, 
environmentalism, and racism, which permeate American society. African-American 
women demonstrate in theory and practice that they are the backbone of many social 
8 Rosalyim Teiborg -Penn and Andrea Benton, Women in Africa and the African Diaspora eds. 
(Washington D.C.:Howard University Press, 1987). 
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change movements. As leaders, Black women have served as the catalysts, organizers, 
and activists challenging the status quo and opposing the dominant power structure. 
Their voices have been strong and persistent in woman's liberation struggles. 
Another advantage of the use of oral histories for this study is that the researcher is the 
same race and gender as the interviewees. Black women can be emphatic to other Black 
women’s experiences and perhaps better capture these women’s experiences. The 
environmental justice movement serves as a means by which Black women can achieve 
their goals and seek inclusion of political arenas where they traditionally have been 
excluded. As the environmental justice movement has unfolded, many Black women 
have been active in changing the face of American environmentalism as activists, civil 
servants, scholars, and advocates. Chapter Five will discuss the historical relevance of 
the environmental justice movement and the participation of African-American women 
in the grassroots mobilization of community environmental groups. 
9 Darlene C. Hine, Black Women in U.S. History (New York: Carslon Publishing Series, 1990). 
CHAPTER FIVE 
THE HISTORY OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE MOVEMENT 
Mainstream environmentalists and environmental justice leaders may perceive the 
term “environment” differently. As was discussed in Chapter Three, the mainstream 
environmental movement grew out of the traditions of conservation and preservation of 
plant and animal species. It developed in the aftermath of the Civil Rights Movement 
when some young White upper- and middle- class Americans began to become 
concerned about the impacts of toxic waste on the environment and human health. 
Although poor and minority communities were impacted by hazardous waste, these 
issues were not addressed by mainstream environmentalists. Although some people of 
color belonged to the Sierra Club and other environmental organizations, many others 
viewed the environmental movement as a threat to the Civil Rights Movement. 
An awareness of the health impacts of hazardous waste on poor and minority 
communities became visible before the first Earth Day in 1970. People of color were 
beginning to make the connections were made between social justice and 
environmentalism, creating the environmental justice movement. African-Americans, 
Latinos, Asians, Native Americans and other people of color began to realize that they 
were victims of environmental racism. At the same time, poor Whites realized that they 
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were also inundated by toxic waste. Hence, poor Whites and people of color joined 
forces and began the environmental justice movement. 
The Early Environmental Justice Movement: 1967-1982 
The environmental justice movement in the United States represents the issues of 
communities of color who long have been ignored by mainstream environmental groups 
and movements. According to Pinderhughes: 
In 1967, the drowning of an eight-year old African-American girl at a 
garbage dump which was located next door to an elementary school in an 
African-American neighborhood, triggered a campus riot at predominately 
Black Texas Southern University.1 
Texas Southern University Black students questioned the presence of a garbage dump 
next to an elementary school. Police met protestors and one police officer was shot and 
killed. As a result, five hundred Black male students were evacuated from the 
dormitories and several student leaders were arrested.2 During the same year, Hattie 
Carthan, a resident of the Bedford Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn, New York City 
started the Magnolia Tree Center when she noticed the lack of trees and green spaces in 
her community. As a result of her efforts, more than 1,500 trees were planted.3 
1
 Raquel Pinderhughes, “The Impact of Race on Environmental Quality: An Empirical and 
Theoretical Discussion,” Sociological Perspectives 39, no. 2 (1996): 241. 
2 Robert Bullard, Unequal Protection: Environmental Protection: Environmental Justice & 
Communities of Color (San Francisco: Sierra Club, 1994) : 3. 
J Shamara Shantu Riley, “Ecology is a Sistah’s Issue Too: The Politics of Emergent Afrocentric 
Ecowomanist, and the Sacred,” In Eco-Feminism and the Sacred Carol. J. Adams (ed) (New York: 
Continuum, 1995), 192. 
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In 1970, Black students protested in Berkeley, California when White student 
ecologists buried a new Cadillac as part of an Earth Day rally. Black students argued that 
the funds used to purchase the car could have been used to beautify the surrounding 
community that was predominately Black and Hispanic. This protest suggested that 
Black and White students had different interpretations of environmentalism. 
In the early 1970’s, Americans became concerned with the presence of hazardous 
waste facilities in their communities. The media published articles on Times Beach and 
Love Canal, two White communities built on landfills. Communities throughout the 
nation began to question where landfills and hazardous waste facilities should be placed. 
Many people felt that they should be placed somewhere but not in their backyards. 
In 1979, Black residents of the Northwood Manor community in Houston, Texas 
challenged officials for selecting their community to host a municipal landfill.4 
Northwood Manor residents filed the first environmental justice lawsuit, 
Bean v. Southwestern Waste Management, charging environmental discrimination in 
land use. The residents opposed the Browning-Ferris Industries plan to build the 
Whispering Pines landfill in their community. Some proponents of the landfill saw the 
possibility of jobs and development that the facility could bring to the community. 
However, other residents foresaw the depreciation of their property and pollution as risk 
factors that outweighed a few jobs and tax breaks. Black communities, such as 
Northwood Manor, began to realize that many toxic and hazardous sites where being 
placed in their communities. 
4 Robert Bullard, “Race and Environmental Justice in the United States,” The Yale Journal of 
International Law 18, no. 1, (Winter 1993): 328. 
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As Bullard indicated environmental racism was prevalent in Houston as witnessed 
by the distribution of Houston’s waste disposal sitings. Black residents had to 
put up with salvage yards, garbage dumps, auto chop shops, and other locally unwanted 
land uses. African-Americans accounted for one-forth of the Houston population yet 
three-fourths of the solid waste facilities were located in Black neighborhoods. Due to 
environmental racism, Houston’s middle-class Black neighborhoods became dumping 
sites. A decade after the eight year old girl drowned in a Houston garbage dump, citizens 
were able to convince the Houston City Council to pass an ordinance against building 
solid waste sites near public facilities such as parks and schools. 
This new environmental conscious raising blossomed into the emergence of the 
environmental justice movement. The environmental justice movement in the United 
States represents the voice of communities of color5 who feel that their communities 
disproportionately were selected for hazardous waste sites. As Pinderhughes remarks, 
“Until the environmental justice movement, the mainstream environmental movement’s 
agenda was largely focused on protecting the natural world.”6 The environmental justice 
movement seeks to redress inequities that result from environmental racism. 
Environmental racism refers to the discriminatory practices that result in the 
placement of hazardous or locally unwanted land use within poor and people of color 
5 The term “communities of color”, as described by those active in the environmental justice 
movement and do not have white skin. Communities of color include but are not limited to African- 
Americans, Asian Americans, and Hispanic Americans. 
6Raquel Pinderhughes, “The Impact of Race on Environmental Quality: An Empirical and 
Theoretical Discussion,” Sociological Perspectives 39, no. 2 (1996) : 243. 
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communities. Environmental racism was coined by Benjamin Chavis, former Director 
of the United Church of Christ Commission on Racial Justice. 
In 1978, the 32,000 cubic yards of polychlorinated bi-phenyl contaminated soil were 
illegally dumped along 210 miles of roadway in fourteen counties in North Carolina. 
This dumping was the largest PCB spill ever recorded in the United States. In 1982, 
North Carolina Governor James Hunt decided to bury the PCB contaminated soil in a 
landfill in Alton, North Carolina. Residents of Afton, North Carolina called the site 
Hunt’s Dump. Pinderhughes states: 
When residents learned that PCB’s from the landfill were likely to enter their 
drinking water supply, they worked with the United Church of Christ and the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference to organize a massive protest, 
including a non-violent civil disobedience against the sitings.7 
As a result, Warren County citizens formed the Warren County Citizens Concerned 
About PCBs to block Hunt’s Dump. This was the first time that African-Americans were 
jailed for protesting waste facilities. Bullard wrote: 
The Afton community is more than 84 percent Black. Warren County has the 
highest percentage of Blacks in the state and is one of the poorest counties in 
North Carolina. The county had a population of 16,232 in 1980. Blacks 
composed 63.7 percent of the county population and 24.2 percent of the state 
population.8 
David Newton writes: “And the seeds of a movement that would confront 
environmental inequities had been planted years before the Warren County protest 
7Ibid. 243. 
8 Robert D. Bullard and Beverly H. Wright, "The Quest for Environmental Equity: Mobilizing the 
African-American Community for Social Change," Society and Natural Resources vol. 3, no.2 (1990) :303. 
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brought the movement to public attention.”9 The dispute in Warren County focused 
national attention on the environmental justice movement. Among the four hundred 
protestors who were arrested were District of Columbia Delegate Walter Fauntroy, 
chairman of the Congressional Black Caucus, the Reverend Benjamin Chavis Jr., 
Commission for Racial Justice, and the Reverend Joseph Lowery of the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference. The arrests of four hundred Warren County residents 
and supporters marked the first time in American history that citizens were jailed for 
protesting waste facilities. While the attempt to block the PCB landfill was unsuccessful, 
the activism demonstrated by African-Americans received national media coverage and 
sparked the struggle for environmental justice. 
As previously mentioned, in 1983, Congressman Fauntroy requested that the United 
States General Accounting Office (GAO) conduct a study of hazardous waste sites in 
Region IV, which included communities in North Carolina, South Carolina, and 
Alabama.10 In addition, to the analysis in Chapter Two related to waste sites in 
communities of people of color and mentioned needs to be made regarding a fourth site. 
The fourth site, Industrial Services was located in Chester, South Carolina, where thirty- 
eight percent of the population is African-American. In 1990, only two off-site 
hazardous waste landfills were operating in Region IV, and both were located in Black 
communities.11 
9
 David E. Newton. Environmental Justice: A Reference Handbook (Santa Barbara, CA: 
Contemporary World Issues: 1996), 3. 
^Environmental Protection Agency’s Region IV includes Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, 
Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina and Tennessee. 
11 Robert Bullard, “Race and Environmental Justice in the United States,” The Yale Journal of 
International Law 18. no. 1, 328. 
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However, the results of the GAO study confirmed a lack of equity in the placement 
of hazardous waste facilities in Region IV. Another study conducted by the 1987 
Commission for Racial Justice (United Church of Christ), reported that African- 
Americans and people of color communities bear a heavier burden as the sites of 
hazardous waste facilities than society at large.12 The Commission’s study reported that: 
Blacks were heavily over-represented in the population of metropolitan areas 
with the largest number of uncontrolled toxic waste sites. These areas 
include: Memphis, Tennessee (152 sites), Cleveland, Ohio (106 sites), 
Chicago, Illinois (103 sites), and Atlanta, Georgia (94 sites).13 
This study found that more than half of Americans live in residential zip code areas 
with one or more uncontrolled toxic waste sites. The report found that one out of every 
five Black and Hispanic Americans live in communities with uncontrolled toxic waste 
sites. This figure represents more than fifteen million Blacks and eight million 
Hispanics.14 Blacks make up 46 .1 percent of the population in metropolitan areas 
nationwide while Blacks account for 11.7 percent of the population of the United States. 
For instance, in Chicago, People for Community Recovery (PCR) conducted a health 
study on 825 residents and found that 32 percent of the men and 20 percent of the women 
had asthma. Since that time, PCR has been engaged in conversations with policy makers, 
local, state, and national government agencies in an effort to combat the community’s 
polluted environment. People for Community Recovery prevented another landfill from 
being built in Altgeld Gardens. In addition, they forced the Chicago Housing Authority 
12 United Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice. ‘Toxic Waste and Race in the United 
States: A National Report on the Racial and Socio-Economic Characteristics of Communities with 
Hazardous Waste Sites.” (New York: Public Data Access, Inc., 1987), xv. 
13 Ibid. xiv. 
14 Ibid. 13. 
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to remove all asbestos from homes in the complex and lobbied for a moratorium on the 
construction of new landfills. PCR’s president, Hazel Johnson represented her group at 
the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro where she made comparisons between her 
community and the local favelas.15 In 1992, People for Community Recovery received 
the nation’s highest environmental award, the President’s Environmental and 
Conservation Challenge Medal. 
Two other grassroots environmental organizations led by women of color, which were 
successful in blocking hazardous waste facilities in their communities, were the 
Concerned Citizens of South Central Los Angeles and Mothers of East Los Angeles. The 
Concerned Citizens of South Central Los Angeles joined a coalition with national and 
grassroots environmental organizations and persuaded Mayor Bradley and the Los 
Angeles City Council stop building a waste treatment plant that the city had spent 
twelve million dollars on.16 Mothers of East Los Angeles are a group of Hispanic women 
who fought proposals for construction of an oil pipeline, prisons, and incinerators in their 
community. Both groups joined forces and lobbied the California legislature to require 
permit applicants to conduct environmental impact.17 The significance of their victory 
was that women of color environmental justice activists transformed public policy that 
safeguards all communities in the state. 
15 Favelas are Brazilian slums located outside the major cities such as Rio de Janeiro and Brasilia. 
16 Cynthia Cockbum, “Women, Home, And Community: The Struggle In An Urban 
Environment,” Race. Poverty & the Environment!, no. 1, (April 1990) : 9. 
17 Robert Bullard, “Race and Environmental Justice in the United States,” The Yale Journal of 
International Law 18. no. 1, (Winter 1993): 328. 
Several events occurred which added momentum to the environmental justice 
movement in the 1990’s. In 1990, environmental sociologist Dr. Robert Bullard 
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published Dumping in Dixie: Race. Class, and Environmental Quality, which served as 
the first textbook on environmental justice. This book consists of case studies of people 
of color communities such as Emelle, Alabama, Institute, West Virginia, and Alsen, 
Louisiana that had been negatively impacted by hazardous waste sites. One community 
highlighted in the book was Alsen, Louisiana, which is an unincorporated community, 
located several miles from Baton Rouge. The community consists of 1,104 residents of 
whom ninety-nine percent are Black. Riley notes that Alsen is located at the beginning of 
an eighty-five mile industrial corridor known as “Cancer Alley." One fourth of all 
petrochemicals in the United States is produced in this area.18 Residents believe that 
cancer is the result of environmental pollutants in the air, water, and land. Beverly 
Wright, an African-American sociologist at Xavier University and the Director of the 
Deep South Center for Environmental Justice has worked with residents of Cancer Alley 
concerning these issues with Rollins Industries. Mary Me Castle, a resident of Cancer 
Alley interviewed by Wright stated: 
We had no warning Rollins was coming here. When they did come in we didn’t 
know they were dumping. We did know that it was making us sick. People used to 
have nice gardens and fruit trees. They lived off their gardens and only had to buy 
meat. Some of us raised hogs and chickens. But not after Rollins came in. Our 
gardens and animals were dying out.19 
18
 Ibid. 192. 
19 Robert D. Bullard and Beverly H. Wright, “Blacks and the Environment: Endangered Environs 
and the Price of Unplanned Growth in Boomtown Houston,” California Sociologist (Summer 91), 84-86. 
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Several other communities are involved in environmental justice issues. The 
Southwest Organizing Project was founded by Hispanics to serve as a network between 
environmental justice organizations in the southwest. In addition, Connie Tucker, an 
African American woman activist, established The Southern Organizing Committee. The 
Southern Organizing Committee provides resources and training for environmental 
justice organizations in many of the Southeastern states. 
The Late Environmental Justice Movement: 1991-2000 
One of the main events in the environmental justice movement was the 1991 First 
National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, which was held in 
Washington D C. Over 650 grassroots and leaders from all 50 states, Puerto Rico, Chile, 
Mexico, and Marshall Islands attended the summit. This meeting was organized by 
people of color and broadened the hazardous waste campaigns of many grassroots groups 
from various races, regions of the United States and other countries. 
The three purposes of the summit were to provide a forum for minority leaders in 
environmental organizations, to provide dialogue between communities and national 
organizations, and to impact decision-making process of policy on state, federal, and 
municipal levels. Summit delegates agreed upon and adopted The Seventeen Principles 
of Environmental Justice (See Appendix 1). 
Since the summit, additional research on environmental justice has been conducted. 
In 1992, staff writers from the National Law Journal released a report on the EPA’s 
performance of 1,177 Superfimd toxic waste sites. The report suggested that penalties for 
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hazardous waste facilities, fines in White communities were 46 percent higher. 
Likewise, it took 20 percent longer for people of color communities to be placed on the 
Superfund program’s national priority lists. As Lavelle and Coyle noted, the EPA chose 
containment of hazardous waste in minority communities more often than treatment, 
while at sites located in White communities, the EPA selected treatment twenty-two 
percent more often than containment.20 
Some grassroots environmental justice leaders recognized that environmental 
inequities such as these exist throughout the world. Some leaders took their issues and 
raised them at The Earth Summit in Rio De Janeiro, Brazil. As a result, awareness of 
environmental issues was created and stimulated the development of a network of 
indigenous environmental organizations. In addition, the Southern Organizing 
Committee held a regional conference on Labor and the Environment in New Orleans. 
Over 2,500 grassroots activists, including 500 youth, from across the nation attended the 
conference. 
In 1992, Bullard published the first People of Color Environmental Groups Directory, 
which included a listing of 205 people of color groups. This publication was important 
because it offered grassroots activists in the United States, Canada, Puerto Rico, and 
Mexico a resource for contacting each other and sharing strategies. The directory was 
not a complete listing of all grassroots environmental groups since the environmental 
justice movement was continuing to emerge. In 1994, a revised edition was made by The 
Clark Atlanta University Environmental Justice Resource Center. The second edition 
20 Marianne Lavelle and Marcia Coyle, “Unequal Protection,” National Law Journal (September 
21, 1992) S1-S2. 
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included a complete listing of environmental justice organizations, a chronology of the 
main events in the environmental justice movement, and vignettes of women of color 
environmental justice activists. 
Black women have created grassroots environmental organizations that challenged 
industry and government to protect the environmental quality of their communities. In 
the governmental arena, Dr. Clarice Gaylord in 1992 became the head of the EPA’s 
Office of Environmental Justice. Under the leadership of Dr. Gaylord, The Office of 
Environmental Justice initiated environmental justice projects in all ten EPA regions and 
began the Environmental Justice Small Grants program. The Environmental Justice 
Small Grants program funded grassroots environmental organizations to conduct health 
studies, organize leadership workshops, and fund groups to make presentations at 
regional and national conferences. In 1993, the Environmental Protection Agency 
established the National Environmental Justice Advisory Board (NEJAC)21 NEJAC 
gives advice to the EPA regarding environmental justice. The twenty-five members 
appointed to the National Environmental Justice Advisory Board represent academic 
institutions, business and industry, tribal governments, non-governmental organizations, 
environmental groups, and community-based organizations. 
In 1993, West Harlem Environmental Action (WHEAT) settled a $1.1 million dollar 
lawsuit versus the North River Sewage Treatment Plant. For two decades, the West 
Harlem community, which is comprised of African-Americans (55 percent) and Latinos 
(45 percent), has been struggling against the North River Sewage Treatment Plant. The 
21 Environmental Protection Agency, Environmental Justice 19% Annual Report: Working 
Toward Solutions, (Washington D.C., Environmental Protection Agency (August 1997), 13. 
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women in WHEAT also convinced the Manhattan borough to conduct a health study 
that concluded that nitrogen and hydrogen sulfide emission from the plant could cause 
respiratory problems. The facility emitted foul odors, which bothered community 
residents. 
As communities of color were demanding environmental justice at the local level, 
some proponents of the movement were confronting the regulatory agencies at the federal 
level. As a result, in 1994, The Office of Environmental Justice was established to 
oversee the implementation of environmental justice strategies into EPA programs. One 
of the momentous policy changes occurred on February 11, 1994, when President Bill 
Clinton issued Executive Order 12898. Executive Order 12898 calls for federal attention 
to environmental and human health conditions in minority and low-income communities. 
This document protects all Americans from pollution, not just those who can afford to 
live in clean and safe communities. Further: 
The Executive Order as amended, directs Federal agencies to develop by 
March 24, 1995, an Environmental Justice Strategy that identifies and 
disproportionately high and adverse human health or environmental effects of 
their programs, policies, an activities on minority populations and low 
income populations.22 
The Executive Order 12898 charges eleven government agencies accountable for 
environmental justice. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) was the first 
agency to take the leadership by implementing environmental justice into its programs. 
In addition, the EPA helped to establish the Interagency Working Group on 
Environmental Justice. The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) was given 
responsibility for the implementation of the National Environmental Policy (NEPA) Act. 
22 Ibid. 4. 
80 
Environmental Justice Resource Centers were established at two Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities (HBCU’s): Clark Atlanta University in Atlanta, Georgia and 
Southern University located in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. These resource centers provide 
information to the public regarding environmental policies, regulations, and programs. 
Since 1996, some major events have occurred in the environmental justice movement. 
EPA expanded the Public Participation Rule as outlined in the Resource Conservation 
and Recovery Act (RCRA), which empowers communities to become involved in the 
permit review process. In addition, the eleven agencies mandated by the executive order 
form an Interagency Environmental Justice Working Group. Most significantly, the 
Environmental Protection Agency relocated 358 low income and minority residents who 
lived near the Escambia Wood Treatment Plant in Pensacola, Florida. 
In 1997, President Clinton established the National Empowerment Zone program.23 
The national environmental justice agenda addressed the issues of lead poisoning in 
urban dwellings, asbestos in schools and workplaces, rodents, and environmental 
pollutants ranging from agricultural pesticides to industrial chemicals. In 1998, 
transportation and equity issues in diverse communities were the focus of the 
environmental justice movement. The interconnection between environmental quality, 
environmental protection, employment opportunities, and transportation are examples of 
the complexity of environmental justice issues. 
In the late 1990’s, the movement has been successful in creating an awareness of 
environmental racism and environmental justice (See Appendix VI). Although it is often 
23 The Empowerment Zone program provides six cities (Atlanta, Baltimore, Camden/Philadelphia, 
Chicago, New York, and Detroit) with $100 million Title ZZ social services grant blocks and 
other initiatives to encourage urban revitalization. 
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hard to prove the intent to discriminate in the courts, several communities of color 
have filed and won lawsuits regarding the placement of hazardous waste in their 
communities. In addition, the environmental movement and organizations have placed 
environmental justice on its agenda. For example, the National Hispanic Environment 
and Sustainable Energy and North American Association of Environmental Education 
conferences have environmental justice forums. 
Some meaningful relationships have been established between national and grassroots 
environmental organizations. In addition, many decision and policy makers have 
recognized that people of color are environmentalists and will not tolerate 
disproportionate dumping of hazardous waste in their communities. Environmental 
justice activists have argued that (EJ) is not a “hot topic” but rather an issue that will 
continually be revisited until environmental protection is a reality for all communities 
despite race or class. 
In 1997, the District of Columbia suffered from a host of environmental problems 
including water and air pollution. Twenty- two organizations formed the District of 
Columbia Coalition for Environmental Justice to address air, water, and land pollution 
problems. Among the groups represented in this coalition was Women Like Us, a 
grassroots organization founded by an African-American woman. Brenda Richardson 
established Women Like Us to investigate the high incidence of cancer and respiratory 
disease among District of Columbia residents, particularly women and children of color. 
This chapter documents the efforts of women of color environmental justice activists 
in environmental justice movement have given these women credit. This chapter 
documented the history of the environmental justice movement. In addition, it offered a 
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glimpse of the women of color who were a part of the history of the environmental 
justice movement. As the history indicates, without women such as Hazel Johnson, there 
perhaps would not be an environmental justice movement. The next chapter will 
highlight the voices of Black women environmental justice activists in three Southeast 
Atlanta communities who are also contributing to the continuous unfolding of history of 
the environmental justice movement. 
CHAPTER SIX 
AFRICAN-AMERICAN WOMEN’S ACTIVISM 
IN THE ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE MOVEMENT: IN THEIR WORDS 
This chapter illuminates many unsung African-American women who have struggled 
to sustain life for themselves and their communities in the face of environmental 
degradation of their communities. It is important to recognize the importance of these 
Black women’s activism since the voices of women of color are not written about 
extensively. Based on the fieldwork on Lakewood Heights, South Atlanta, and 
Chosewood Park oral histories, African-American women have contributed to the 
environmental justice movement. 
This study investigated, through oral histories, the motivation factors that stimulated 
the involvement of thirty Black women who are involved in the environmental justice 
movement. African-American environmental justice leaders used their collective and 
individual voices to lead the environmental justice movement. These environmental 
justice leaders established community environmental organizations in the Southeast 
Atlanta communities of Lakewood Heights, Chosewood Park, and South Atlanta that 
served as the vehicles against environmental degradation of their communities. 
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For instance, in 1997 Carol Freeland and Gaye Mitchell established The Concerned 
Citizens of Chosewood Park. The Concerned Citizens of Chosewood Park mobilize 
neighbors to demonstrate against environmental pollution in their community. 
The women interviewed were jointly involved in opposing the operation of the 
Mindis Recycling Company. The following environmental case study sheds light on the 
environmental conditions in and around the General Motors Plant/Mindis Recycling 
Center and the related health issues in the three communities. In order to appreciate the 
grassroots efforts of the African American women activists in the three Atlanta 
communities, it seems necessary to examine the forces which created an environmental 
hazard for them. This case study demonstrate the invisibility of Black communities and 
the lack of governmental and corporate concern for the overall health of communities and 
the rights of African-American residents to a positive quality of life. A quality of life 
free from the repercussion of environment degradation such as cancer, asthma, unsafe 
playgrounds for children, and polluted air. Thus, the case study sets up the need for 
African-American women's activism around environmental racism and environmental 
justice issues. 
Environmental Case Study : General Motors Plant/Mindis Recycling Center 
This environmental case study documents the growing activism of many residents to 
question the environmental degradation caused by General Motors Plant/Mindis 
Recycling Center and its impact on community health. The former General 
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Motors/Mindis Recycling Company’s plant is located in Lakewood Heights which 
borders Chosewood Park and South Atlanta. 
The old General Motors Corporation Lakewood plant assembled Chevrolet Caprices 
and employed 2,100 people. The plant is located in Atlanta’s Empowerment Zone and 
was the site for a petroleum release. The site was identified as a brownfield by The 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) before General Motors cleaned up the site and 
sold it to Mindis Recycling Company. In 1991, Mindis International purchased the 
eighty-four acre lot for five million dollars and began converting the facility with the 
intention of making it the world’s largest integrated recycling plant. Past land uses of the 
site prior to General Motors include automobile manufacturing, artillery production for 
World War II, reconditioning of trucks and jeeps during World War II, and building 
armored vehicles during World War II. 
Environmental degradation probably existed on the site from the metals produced on 
site prior to General Motors’ presence. However, the first documented environmental 
concerns occured in 1989 when General Motors reported fourteen toxic spills to the 
Environmental Protection Agency. Upon close investigation, it was uncovered that the 
site is on the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act 
(CERCLA) or Superfimd list. Superfund holds polluting industries liable for hazardous 
waste cleanup. In 1991, under the General Motors Corrective Plan, some of the 
underground storage tanks were removed as well as some contaminated soil. In addition, 
contaminated groundwater was monitored semiannually. 
In March 1993, the current site was partially destroyed by a fire. The present site is 
located 100 yards south of the damaged structure, which still stands on the site. Mindis 
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modified the structure and began operations in May 1994. Their permit from the City 
of Atlanta is for the treatment and discharge of non-hazardous waste into the municipal 
sewer system. These substances include poultry processing waste, soap waste, bakery 
waste, and run off from parking lots. Yet, the Mindis site is surrounded by other 
industries including Hall Manufacturing Company, Weatherby Electrical Contractor, 
Industrial Electrical Company, Land-O-Sun Dairies, GO/Dan Industries, South River, 
Crodo Ink Corporation, Monarch Wine Company, and the Federal Penitentiary. Mindis 
Metal, Visy Recycling, Mindis Inert Land Fill, General Motors Remediation are all 
located on the former General Motors site. The facility is located in close proximity to 
fifty homes, the old GM facility, a trucking company, railroad tracks, and a hardware 
store. 
In 1994, shortly after Mindis began operations, residents made complaints about foul 
odors in the air. This odor was peculiar particularly in the late evenings and when the 
days were extremely hot. The Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry 
(ATSDR) and Georgia Department of Health conducted site visits on October 3, 1996 
and October 10, 1996, to review the effluent and influent records for odor causing 
compounds. As a result, based on 1996 visit, Mindis took steps to reduce the odors, 
including reconfiguring the waste receiving system and using odor suppression mist. 
Ammonia, amines, sulfur compounds, and various Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs) 
were found present in waste samples taken by ATSDR. Although levels found were not 
considered high enough to cause adverse human health effects. The main nuisance was 
the odor described by residents as fishy, sulfuric, or like rotten eggs. Ella Trammel 
describes the odor: 
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When they <Mindis> have a spill, you can’t stand the odor; the odor makes 
people sick and nauseated. The odor is so bad, that people cannot work in 
their gardens, and the neighborhood school has to close their windows and at 
times the children with asthmatics problems had to be sent home.1 
As the odor problem persisted, the community became more adamant that there was 
no environmental protection of their community. As documented in the environmental 
justice literature, this example is similar to environmental injustices in other communities 
across the South. However, community residents realized they would be a stronger force 
against the polluter if they organized a triage between the three adjacent communities. 
In 1996, community residents from Lakewood Heights, South Atlanta, and 
Chosewood Park with the assistance of Reverend Rasheed and his wife formed The Tri- 
Community Collaborative. The Tri-Community Collaborative lobbied Washington, held 
four public meetings, met with General Motors officials, enlisted the aid of the 
Morehouse School of Medicine, ATSDR, Environmental Protection Division, the United 
States Environmental Protection Agency (EP A), Clark Atlanta University Environmental 
Justice Resource Center, and Eco-Action, a grassroots environmental organizing non¬ 
profit organization. 
Ernest Marshall, a consultant that assisted the Tri-Community Collaborative, stated 
that the triage used several strategies including lobbying. The triage lobbied included the 
Congressional Black Caucus to seek their assistance in addressing the environmental 
injustices surrounding the Mindis Recycling Center. In addition, community residents 
demonstrated outside of the gates of the facility, which drew media coverage by local 
television stations. After the demonstration, activists began getting a petition signed by 
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local residents who felt that the presence of the facility posed environmental health 
hazards. While their initial attempts did not get the site closed, they rallied enough 
support within and outside of the community, to block other industries from conducting 
business on the site. 
In the meantime, residents continued to suffer from health problems that they 
associated with the site as well as the odor nuisances. According to Ernest Marshall, 
even workers at surrounding business complained about the odor. He mentioned that 
some workers at the Casket Company became ill due to fumes from the site.2 Residents 
and members of the three communities grew tired of promises made by site managers to 
remedy the problem. Therefore, they requested the assistance of the Agency for Toxic 
Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) to help state and county health departments 
investigate then health concerns regarding the odor. In 1997, a petition received from the 
three communities enlisted the assistance of ATSDR to investigate health concerns in an 
Exposure Investigation (El) procedure investigated the health concerns outlined in the 
petition. The Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry and other government 
agencies are required by The Right to Know law to make these documents available to 
the general public. Yet, the Exposure Investigation was written with chemical names, 
acronyms, and codes that most people do not understand. According to one respondent, 
other local residents complained about the government documents being too technical or 
difficult to read. 
Throughout the environmental justice literature it mentioned that there is a lack of 
public outreach initiated by government officials who are responsible for educating 
1 Interview with Ella Trammel, 14 November 1998. 
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community residents on toxic facilities. As a result, government documents are often 
difficult to interpret by community people, many of whom have less than a high school 
education. The results of the environmental impact statement were inconclusive in terms 
of indicating high levels of chemical exposure detrimental to human health. However, it 
was noted that there are sixteen underground storage tanks, which are a source of 
benzene. Benzene is a carcinogenic chemical that has adverse effects on human health. 
Benzene is a widely used chemical solvent that quickly evaporates in air and water. 
Benzene causes dizziness, unconsciousness, headaches, confusion, and rapid heart 
attacks. Also, benzene is present in the leakage of underground storage tanks and can be 
a possible cause of groundwater contamination. Virginia Humphreys talks about some of 
her neighbors experiencing dizziness, nasal irritation, and being nauseated as a result of 
living near the facility. Long term exposures of benzene lead to leukemia and anemia. 
Benzene is used to manufacture plastics, resins, rubber, nylon, lubricants, and 
synthetic fibers. Industrial processes are the main cause of benzene in the environment. 
Other chemicals found on the General Motors site include Toulene, Ethyl Benzene, 
Xylene, Petroleum Naptha, Ammonia, Aliphatic Amines, Volatile Organic Compounds, 
and Sulfur Vapor Scan. 
To counteract such conditions in their communities, Virginia Humphreys and other 
Black women participate in environmental justice struggles despite a lack of financial 
resources. Mr. Britt, a resident of Chosewood Park, stated that women are more involved 
because they are more conscious of health issues. According to an community activist, 
Ernest Marshall, the importance of a “toxic-free” community is to protect the health of 
2 Interview with Earnest Marshall, 10 December 1999. 
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the children who are exposed to toxic chemicals such as benzene. Children are at 
greater risk from certain exposures to hazardous waste substances because they play 
outside more than adults are, breathe in dust, and play in the soil. Despite the lack of 
money, Black women have founded grassroots environmental justice organizations out of 
existing neighborhood associations and community organizations. The South Atlanta 
Civic League, the Concerned Citizens of Chosewood Park, and The Lakewood Heights 
Civic Association are three grassroots groups that are led by Black women in Southeast 
Atlanta. A brief history of how each organization emerged, its membership, and 
activities will be given. 
The South Atlanta Civic League is an organization which works on solving problems 
in the community. In the past, this organization, which meets at United Methodist 
Church in South Atlanta, has tackled crime, revitalization of homes, drugs, prostitution, 
inadequate street lighting, and environmental pollution issues. Ella Trammel, a long time 
activist and resident of South Atlanta, described the environmental conditions in the 
neighborhood: "the odors emitted from the Mindis site are affecting the quality of life of 
residents in South Atlanta." 
In 1997, Gayle Mitchell and Carol Freeland established The Concerned Citizens of 
Chosewood Park. The successes of the organization included submission of a proposal to 
obtain a $30,000 planning redevelopment grant from Atlanta Empowerment Board, 
opposition to a special use permit for an auto salvage yard in their community, and 
coordination of Environmental Awareness Day. 
The Lakewood Heights Civic Association, which was formerly known as the 
Lakewood Heights Neighborhood Association, was established in 1974 to facilitate 
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communication about community events. The organization addresses various social, 
political, economic, and environmental issues. In addition, community action has 
focused on fixing up homes and encouraging new business ventures. The Lakewood 
Heights Civic Association is working with residents to improve the appearance of the 
community while tackling issues such as crime, prostitution, garbage dumping, and 
environmental degradation. Marie Rasheed, former President of the Lakewood 
Community Civic Organization (formerly called the Lakewood Heights Civic 
Association), stated that many residents are afraid of drug dealers and prostitutes. The 
Lakewood Heights Civic Association has been active on environmental justice issues 
under the leadership of its current president, Dr. Nana Nyarko. Dr. Nyarko and several 
women in the organization have put pressure on their District Council representative to 
assist the neighborhood in opposing the hazardous waste site. As a result of their efforts, 
the Mindis facility announced in 1998 that they would not renew their lease. This is yet 
another victory for the community organization, however there is a concern about 
cleanup and further uses of the eighty-acre lot. 
In 1996, African-American women leaders from the South Atlanta Civic League, The 
Concerned Citizens of Chosewood Park, and The Lakewood Heights Civic Association 
helped to establish a coalition, the Tri-Community Collaborative. The Tri-Community 
Collaborative was a triage of the three communities that addressed the environmental 
impact of the Mindis Recycling Center. This coalition was short-lived due to political 
and financial conflicts within the group, mostly male leaders. However, the group 
coordinated community activities included picketing, letter writing, demonstrating, 
boycotting, town hall meetings, and public hearings. The initial success in educating the 
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community residents about environmental racism came from the Tri-Community 
Collaborative which was successful in lobbying, educating, and co-sponsoring a health 
study with The Morehouse School of Medicine. In addition, the coalition assisted 
homeowners with fixing up their properties and creating community green spaces. While 
the Tri-Community Collaborative disbanded, the women leaders continued the fight 
On December 5, 1996, the Lakewood Community Civic Organization held a prayer 
vigil and demonstration on Jonesboro Road and Lakewood Avenue. The demonstration 
was part of an effort by local residents to take back their community. In 1997, women of 
the South Atlanta Civic League joined forces with The Concerned Citizens of 
Chosewood Park, and Lakewood Heights Civic Association. These three organizations 
were able to successfully curtailed the proposal to build a junkyard and concrete 
recycling plant on the site. 
Joby Properties desired to lease fifty lots on the Mindis site for a computerized 
salvage yard for 2,500 cars and trucks. The company offered twenty jobs to the 
community, but residents turned their offer down saying that jobs were not worth the 
environmental problems that the salvage yard would bring to the Lakewood Heights 
community. 
Hence, an example of the power of organizing at the grassroots level. The power, it 
seems, is in the collective voice of the people under the leadership of women community 
organizers. The power of voice is central to this study. African-American women who 
have been long denied their voice in the public sphere have had their say in the private 
sphere of the family and community. The women's responses to environmental justice 
issues identified six themes: family concern, the impact on community health and 
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welfare, family involvement on the issues, spirituality and involvement in 
environmental justice issues, and environmental racism. These themes overlapped and 
expressed commonality of the women's experiences. The women interviewed spoke of 
various tactics used to combat environmental issues, such as lobbying, letter writing, 
attending meetings, contacting city officials, visiting City Hall, and demonstrating. 
Margaret Simons commented, “If things are not up to par, there should be a means to 
getting something done. Not just complaining but getting something done.”3 Black 
activists talk about the community problems and then take action such as demonstrating 
to change things. A few have received awards for their activism. Mary Porter stated: 
In September, I received an award from The Neighborhood Planning Unit 
(NPU). I won’t make speeches. If you send me documents. I’ll read them. 
I’ll challenge you. My leadership style is objective and not to take sides. I’m 
the background person.4 
Activism is not just voicing concerns but challenging the institutional structures and 
decision-making processes. She commented that her style of leadership is objective and 
that she preferred to remain in the background where she could make needed 
observations and make more clearly defined recommendations. Christina Sanchez, a 
high school student who lives in Chosewood Park, stated that she is socially and 
politically active in her community. Her comments reflect her belief that becoming a 
community leader has brought out her strengths and helped her to work on areas where 
she is weaker. Sanchez comments: 
3 Interview with Margaret Simons, 12 December 1998. 
4 Interview with Mary Porter, 8 January 1998. 
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Yes, I’m politically and socially active. It’s time for young adults to get more 
involved in what goes on in their community. Instead of sitting back and 
letting the world pass them by. Getting involved helps you get to know what 
your strengths and weaknesses are. It also helps bring out qualities you don’t 
think you have. It helps to motivate others to get involved when it is not just 
older people.5 
The conceptual framework offered by the researcher suggests that Black women 
grassroots environmental justice activists refuse to accept environmental injustices in 
their communities because its effects their right to a quality of life free of imposed 
environmental dangers. Their activism is a survival mechanism used by African- 
American women to resist the oppression of racism on their lives. 
Black women in other social movements were also unwilling to accept the injustices. 
When asked why they chose to participate in local environmental issues, many of those 
interviewed gave the responses of family and community concerns. In addition, many of 
the women are mothers who are concerned about the health and welfare of their children. 
TABLE 7, Percentage of African-American Women Environmental Justice Leaders 
Who Are Mothers in Chosewood Park. Lakewood Heights, and South Atlanta 
Chosewood Park 98% 
Lakewood Heights 95% 
South Atlanta 99% 
Source: Antoinette Gomez, 2000. 
As Table 7 indicates, 95-98 percent of the women are mothers who have as a major 
concern the health and welfare of their families. 
Family Concern 
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African-American women environmental justice activists placed the issue of family 
welfare as a priority in their lives. Environmental degradation posed a threat to having a 
safe and healthy community for raising their families. However, by far, most women 
stated that their concern for their children and family members was the most common 
reason for getting involved. Regina Humphreys commented, “My primary reason for 
getting involved with the children is because the park was built for them. Today, there is 
profanity, drugs, and loud music (in the park) which others in the community do not like 
but we have not banded together to stop it.”6 The lack of safe green spaces for children to 
play was reflected in another woman’s response. Ruthie Walls stated, “The problems are 
the children and the creek being dumped in.” A common concern among the women 
was the welfare of the community’s youth. Mrs. Gussie Britt said, "Children don’t go to 
the neighboring park because it is littered with drug paraphernalia, condoms, and bullet 
shots." Virginia White further commented, 
Kids don’t go to the park. (Chosewood Park) They go to Benteen Park. 
There is a lot of illegal drugs and prostitution at Chosewood Park. On the 
ground, you can find needles, plastic gloves, and condoms.7 
Many responses from the women indicated that their concern about health issues of 
their family members motivated them to become involved in the environmental justice 
movement. Some of the women’s remarks reflected the concern for community 
interrelated to their responses about family and health. The women talked about health 
problems such as skin disorder, allergies, respiratory infections, and sinus (Table 8). 
5 Interview with Christina Sanchez, 10 January 1998. 
6 Interview with Virginia Humphreys, 8 July 1998. 
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TABLE 8. Health Issues Discussed by the African-American Environmental Justice 
Leaders in Chosewood Park, Lakewood Heights, and South Atlanta 
Cancer 33% 
Sinus 10% 
Respiratory Infection 12% 
Allergies 4% 
Skin Disorders 13% 
Emphysema 7% 
Asthma 21% 
Source: Antoinette Gomez, 2000. 
The women believed these health conditions are caused or aggravated by living in 
close proximity to the Mindis Treatment facility. For instance, one older woman 
complained of difficulty breathing when chemicals were emitted into the air. In addition, 
several mothers commented that their children suffered from asthma that they attributed 
to poor air quality in their communities. 
Some women viewed their activism as ordinary actions taken by citizens who care 
about the welfare of their community. Ruthie Walls, founder of Rebel Forest 
Neighborhood Association, shared her motivations for organizing the community: 
I became active when I was away and my house burnt down. I was 
disheartened when my daughter told me none of the neighbors asked to help. 
After I rebuilt my house, I decided to organize meetings so we could improve 
the community. By June 1993, we had eighteen members and now we have 
an active membership of sixty people.7 8 
7
 Interview withVirginia White, 12 January 1998. 
8 Interview with Ruthie Walls, 9 November 1998. 
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As Ms. Walls’ comments indicate that women have a vested interest in building 
community and ensuring the health and well being of their husbands, children, and other 
family members. Many leaders and their families attended community meetings and 
were active on community issues such as environmental degradation, drugs, crime, 
asthma, bronchitis and respiratory infections of children, and related concerns. In order 
to combat environmental racism, Black women realized that they would have to promote 
awareness among community members. This thought is reflected in the words of two 
single mothers who formed grassroots environmental justice organizations in Lakewood 
Heights. Gloria Brewer, a community healthcare worker in Lakewood Heights, 
commented, “When I moved in, there was a need for a community organization. I was 
concerned about the welfare of my family and the overall health of the community.”9 
Dr. Nana Nyarko, a single mother and health practitioner has a daughter who suffers 
with asthma and that partially motivated her to want to improve the health and 
environment of Lakewood Heights. In order to do this, she engaged other concerned 
community members and began dialogues with City Council Representative Vern 
Me Carthy and other leaders. Dr. Nyarko believes that community mobilization involves 
policy makers are essential for improving community environments. 
Generally, in the communities studied, these groups grew out of civic and 
neighborhood associations that already existed. Conceptually Aldon Morris and 
Doug Me Adams spoke of indigenous organizations that are catalysts for social 
9 Interview with Gloria Brewer, 14 January 1998. 
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movements. The environmental justice literature contains many examples of similar 
groups. For instance, the Newton Florist Club was formed to provide funeral 
flowers to bereaved families. Later, the women, including leader Faye Bush 
pursued community environmental justice issues including air and water quality. 
The women gave various reasons for their participation in community 
environmental issues. Mary Porter said: 
Basically, I got involved because there were a lot of things that we were 
trying to do to improve the community. There was no information. There 
was something happening with a representative of the community but there 
was no documentation and no one took to action see what can be done to 
make the community a safer place to raise our children.10 
Similarly, two African-American women founded The Concerned Citizens of 
Chosewood Park and another Black woman formed the Lakewood Heights Civic 
Association. In addition to establishing these organizations, the founders served as the 
first presidents. These women were visible leaders in the parent teacher associations, 
churches, civic associations, and neighborhood organizations. For instance, Ms. Millie 
Powell is an active member of the Atlanta Empowerment Zone Board, Eastern Stars, 
Neighborhood Planning Unit (NPU-Y), Atlanta Legal Aid Board, United Cerebral Palsy, 
Easter Seals, Governor's Council, Atlanta Alliance on Developmental Disabilities, and 
the Brownsmill Road Civic Association. 
The lack of information keeps communities in the dark about potentially deadly 
chemicals in their neighborhoods. By sharing the information with neighbors, 
community unification and education occurs. Some women see themselves as people 
10 Interview with Mary Porter, 8 January 1998. 
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who performed necessary tasks to keep the community united, clean and respected. 
There are others who are community mothers, because they foster relationships with 
children and adults in the community. Residents often refer to these women as other 
mothers because they foster relationships with children and adults in the community. 
Residents often refer to these women as "fictive kin" by using such titles before their first 
name as "aunt," "sister," or "mother." Some of these women provide after-school 
childcare, lead Sunday school, and perform other tasks in the community. Gussie Britt 
commented, “I transported children in the community and acted as a grandmother to the 
kids in the community, including the president of the Concerned Citizens of Chosewood 
Park.”11 Similarly, one businesswoman in South Atlanta, Mrs. Goolsby noticed a lot of 
neglect of the community’s children and started a summer camp. A few blocks away 
another woman operated a daycare center. Dorothy Carnes stated: 
I feel that my day care helps some of the younger mothers who cannot afford 
childcare. I keep my prices reasonable because this is what I have always 
19 
wanted to do and it helps the community. 
Dorothy Carnes viewed her profession as a childcare provider as an important service 
within the community. Similarly, Mrs. King talked about how she got involved in 
community affairs: 
I raised my son and when he graduated, in 1993,1 went to the Neighborhood 
Planning Unit and was asked by my neighbors to represent South Atlanta on the 
Community Empowerment Board. I said that’s too political. When I went to 
the Neighborhood Planning Unit, I learned about community activism. Prior to 
that I was going to work and coming home and not paying attention to what 
was happening. I had the attitude like a lot of people in the community, that it 
was a waste of time.13 
11
 Interview with Gussie Britt, 15 January 1998. 
12 Interview with Dorothy Cames, 17 February 1998. 
13 Interview with Mary King, 12 January 1998. 
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She further explained how it is important for a community representative to be 
present at meetings that involve decision-making and policy changes for the 
communities. Mrs. King was the person who had been active in getting sidewalks and 
lighting for the community. She viewed her individual contribution to the community as 
volunteer work that improves the South Atlanta community. Her remarks suggested that 
many people in the community are at work during the hours when most of the meetings 
are held. Mary King posited: 
Each community needs a couple of people who can afford to do this full-time. 
There are city, local, and state meetings during hours when people work. 
There are people there who are being paid to be there, and that is part of their 
job. But most of us have jobs with companies where we can’t take off It’s 
difficult to have persons who can work on these issues full-time. 
Volunteerism is a wonderful thing, if you can keep your family and home life 
supportive.14 
However, King’s comments also reflect that community involvement in decision¬ 
making is crucial and citizen leaders who have the time should attend the meetings and 
share their voice. Gail Jones also addressed the issue that working-class people often 
cannot afford to attend meetings. She describes her neighbors by saying, “They are a 
working-class community, they are more accepting, and they don’t have the time.”15 
Some of the older women wanted the community to be as they remembered it when 
they were raising their families. They knew that social change must come through active 
participation of the women and men of the community. Suzy Rohden stated, “I wanted 
my neighborhood to change. I want to be involved because I have something to say and 
14 Ibid. 
15 Interview with Gail Jones, 15 January 1998. 
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can help to change it.”16 Margie Gay-Peterson commented that through participation 
she could learn the technical terms and jargon regarding the Mindis Recycling Center. 
She wanted to know what chemicals were being emitted and their impacts on health. 
This is captured in this short statement: “We needed to know more about the technical 
language regarding the situation.”17 The respondent stated that when confronted with the 
community's concerns, businesses respond by using technical language that residents 
cannot understand. Therefore, leaders strive to educate themselves and other residents 
about the toxic and hazardous chemicals in their environment. 
The feeling that building a community is not an easy task was reflected in the 
comments of several women. Lakewood Heights health care provider, Dr. Nana Nyarko 
stated: 
It’s hard when you don’t have a united community. I think that maybe you 
have this in all communities. We are beginning to get a little more active, but 
there are still those who lack the motivation, don’t care, or don’t know what 
they can do.18 
Dr. Nyarko’s remarks also suggested that communities could be segmented between 
those who are involved and those who are not involved in building the community. This 
hints to the reality that Black communities are challenged by bring together those who are 
active and knowledgeable with those residents who are not involved. As Nyarko stated it 
does take time to build momentum for community organization but it can occur. The 
concerns for the community and family welfare were reflected in many of the 
16 Interview with Suzy Rohden, 18 February 1998. 
17 Interview with Ruthie Walls, 9 November 1998. 
18 Interview with Nana Nyarko, 4 November 1998. 
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responses. Margie- Gay Peterson remarked, “I was concerned about the welfare of 
my family and the overall community as a whole.”19 
The desire to help the community is part of these women’s ethic of caring. They care 
about the environment where they live, work, and play. They realize they cannot do the 
work by themselves, so in some cases the women have formed neighborhood associations 
that address environmental issues and other problems such as drugs, prostitution, and 
crime. Through their efforts, residents believed that they could rebuild their community’s 
integrity and pride. Community activists believed that they were responsible for building 
the sense of community and self-help among their residents. In addition, they realized 
that they must block industries and plans for businesses that are detrimental to the 
improvement of the community as well as the quality of life of its residents. Women 
community activists encouraged participation in positive activities that will contribute to 
building a sense of community. 
Most importantly, in creating environmentally focused organizations, emphasis was 
placed on the dignity and worth of individual members. Each member is respected as a 
vital part of the organization. For instance, when one member is speaking, his or her 
voice is valued. The organizational style chosen by these women was non-hierarchical 
and democratic. In many organizations, leadership structures are top down. In the 
community organizations established by these women, everyone contributes to the 
process. Each member is told that their opinion and views are important for the welfare 
of the community. This is important because often the voices of poor and people of color 
communities are silenced. One aspect of community participation is important. All 
19 Interview with Margie Gay-Peterson, 9 December 1998. 
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family members are involved in some way or fashion. Family participation in 
environmental disputes strengthens local environmental organizing and add validity to 
the struggle. Some resident's point to a family such as the Stovalls of Chosewood Park or 
the Goolsby’s of South Atlanta as leaders of much needed social change in their 
neighborhood. 
Family Involvement on the Issues 
Some women leaders mentioned that their families encouraged them to become 
socially and politically active. In addition, parents and family members served as role 
models for young adults to become involved in the community. Christina Sanchez, who 
participated as a leader in community organization, helped to conduct health studies, and 
rallied the support of neighborhoods against the Mindis Recycling Center. Her mother 
was an instrumental leader who assisted in mobilizing community opposition of the 
Mindis Recycling Center. Sanchez credited her mother for motivating her involvement 
by saying, "I got involved because I wanted to help my mother who has been active in the 
community.”20 It is interesting to note that mothers and daughters in other communities 
in the nation have worked together on environmental justice issues. However, it is not 
always the mother who motivates the daughter but rather the opposite scenario in some 
cases. For example, Marian Elder, a sixty-two year old nurse at Crawford Long Hospital 
raised her family in Chosewood Park. Among her children, Carol Freeland, a Georgia 
State University administrator, became involved in community issues concerning the old 
20 Ibid. 
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General Motors site. Elder credited her daughter Carol for getting her involved by 
recollecting, “I got involved to help the community by assisting my daughter Carol. 
When I moved here, Chosewood Park was nice and I am looking forward to the 
community changing back.” 21 
Millie Powell commented that family members also sparked her interest in community 
activism, “I was motivated to get involved because my mother was politically involved 
and my brother worked under Mayor Lindsey in New York. Also because of my concern 
for my children, I have advocated for children with special needs.” 22 Powell has served 
in various capacities over the last fifteen years in Southeast Atlanta and shares her 
knowledge of the environment as a part-time environmental educator at Zoo Atlanta. 
Another young activist, twenty-two year old Angela Stovall, comes from a family of 
leaders. Her father, Lovell Stovall was active in the Civil Rights Movement and for over 
twenty years has been an active leader in Chosewood Park. For example, Angela’s father 
and her eldest sister were both former presidents of the Benteen parent-teacher 
associations and helped form the Tri-Community Collaborative. Angela Stovall who 
served as an office assistant to the Tri-Community Collaborative speaks of the triage: 
The Tri-Community Collaborative was established because the three 
communities, South Atlanta, Lakewood Heights, and Chosewood Park had 
some issues in common such as crime, pollution, and a host of environmental 
problems. The organization’s purpose was to deal with collaborative efforts of 
three communities because we have common issues and each community 
would deal with their own problems 23 
21
 Interview with Marian Elder, 16 April 1998. 
22 Interview with Millie Powell, 13 January 1998. 
23 Interview with Angela Stovall, 1 November 1998. 
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Established in 1996, The Tri-Community Collaborative is an organization that 
sought to address environmental racism, health, social, and economic problems within the 
community. Stovall stated that the community used to be a working class White 
community. She said that when the General Motors plant closed down many of the 
Whites left the community. Stovall states: 
The community is about forty-five percent Black, thirteen percent are White, 
twenty-five percent are Hispanic, and seven percent are Asian. Out of nine 
houses on our block, there are three Black families, one White family, and five 
Hispanic families. There is no unity; it’s like everyone is in their own world.24 
Stovall’s comments suggested that the diversity of the community kept the community 
divided. She said, “My dad is a community activist and he encouraged me to 
participate.”25 She ran for the City Council District 1, Representative and came in third 
place. She was the youngest candidate and one of only two women candidates. 
The Stovall family has been involved in community environmental issues that served 
as their daughter’s motivation. It was evident from her responses that her father's 
encouragement motivated her to become a community activist. Her family adhered to the 
tradition of the civil rights movement and the belief that social change is possible. 
Some African-American women in Southeast Atlanta disliked the appearance and 
conditions of their communities. The local funeral director, Ms. Goolsby offered her 
inspiration for community involvement and commitment to change in the form of a 




not be in vain.”26 Goolsby’s family has lived in the South Atlanta community for over 
sixty years. She and her husband have been very active in the Neighborhood Planning 
Unity Y. 
Community Concern 
The women rated drugs, crime, and environmental degradation as the worst problems 
in the community. Virginia White, a resident of Chosewood Park said, “The 
neighborhood used to be real good but lately there have been a lot of people moving in 
and they were involved in drugs.”27 When asked what where the worst problems in the 
community Mary King stated, “Drugs, crime, and a dump across the street (Mindis site) 
because once they moved in, we got rats, roaches, and crime. But still with the junk over 
there it attracts rodents.”28 With respect to environmental degradation the women were 
likely to link the devaluation of property to hazardous waste facilities. They believe that 
their neighborhoods have become the forgotten enclaves for garbage. Millie Powell said, 
“They have taken all the garbage and filth from places like Alpharetta and placed it here. 
It is designed to put it in areas were genocide is planned.”29 Ann Scott Poole stated, 
“When you drive directly by the landfill and waste water treatment, you can smell it." As 
a result, the odor of the wastewater treatment makes residents stay in their homes and not 
spend a lot of time outside the home. One woman stated that it is no accident that when 
26 Interview with Elaine Goolsby, 2 December 1998. 
27 Interview with Virginia White, 17 January 1998. 
28 Interview with Mary King, 12 January 1998. 
29 Interview with Millie Powell, 13 January 1998. 
107 
decisions are being made over where sites should be placed that they are in placed in 
poor and Black communities. Margie-Gay Peterson said, “Landfills and waste water 
plants are put in poor and people of color communities because people are not politically 
involved to stop it .”30 Ella Trammell, who has been a pillar of the community in South 
Atlanta, observed: 
Being in this society, we have to advocate for certain things. The frustration 
that I have with people is that they don’t believe thy have any rights. They 
don’t vote because they don’t think their vote will count. Politicians won’t 
go to certain areas.31 
The community’s feeling of a lack of empowerment is a manifestation of institutional 
racism in various forms, including unequal environmental protection of poor and people 
of color communities. Community building efforts were used to confront the issues 
related to environmental degradations. 
Through their social networks, Black women tend to be able to bring people together 
to get things done. The women were asked why did it seem that more women were 
involved in the environmental disputes in their communities. It was often noted that 
women believed that one reason for women's level of participation was the lack of 
leadership on environmental issues. Elaine Goolsby responded, “Women are more 
drawn into social and environmental issues because the leadership is not there. The men 
were not as aggressive.”32 Thus, available data reveals that on the national level, as on 
30 Interview with Margie Gay-Peterson, 9 December 1998. 
31 Interview with Ella Trammel, 14 November 1998. 
32 Interview with Elaine Goolsby, 2 December 1998. 
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the local and state levels, Black women have founded grassroots environmental 
justice organizations in their communities. 
Spirituality 
When some of the women were asked, "Why do women get involved in 
environmental justice issues?" Some said that they became aware of environmental 
issues through the involvement of their churches on the issues. In Lakewood Heights, 
Chosewood Park, and South Atlanta, churches such as Antioch Baptist Church provided 
leadership on the issues and provided a meeting place for community organizations with 
a focus on environmental justice issues. Other churches are just getting involved in 
environmental issues while some churches are not responsive. Margaret Simons, a 
resident of South Atlanta, reflected: 
Some churches are getting involved, but other churches do not have 
environmental concerns. Church members don’t live in the community. 
Their church is here but their interests are elsewhere. They are looking more 
at the finances, pastoring, and how to get families back together.33 
This observation is interesting since the Black church helped to solidify the Civil 
Rights Movement and other social justice movements. Since many of the church 
members do not live in the community but other parts of Atlanta and only come back on 
Sundays to attend church services, they have no real commitment to the life of the 
community. Millie Powell said, “Brownsmill Baptist is not active, most of the people 
don’t live in the community anymore.34” 
33 Interview with Margaret Simons, 12 December 1998. 
34 Interview with Millie Powell, 13 January 1998. 
109 
Black churches that were involved may place environmental issues as a secondary 
concern in comparison with drugs and homelessness. Surprisingly, most of the women 
made references to their religious beliefs in the context of environmental justice. 
Virginia Humphreys, a community organizer, commented that spirituality motivated her 
to become involve in environmental justice issues. Humphreys comments: 
The spirit came to me to get involved. I don’t do anything unless the spirit 
moves me. At one time, I felt like moving. The plant is not good for the 
appearance of the community. A lot of the businesses have gone down. 
They put places like you fix cars, in the Black community because no one 
was speaking out. They bring the low-class businesses. You don’t see these 
in White communities. Whites don’t let those things come in and they know 
the law.35 
Two of the women interviewed had alternative spiritual beliefs. Gloria Brewer is 
Buddhist and Dr. Nana Nyarko adheres to a Yoruba religion. Their views about the 
environment are that it is sacred and related to their own spiritual belief systems. Dr. 
Nyarko, a health care provider who practiced traditional African religion saw the 
degradation of the environment as causing disease and illness both mentally and 
physically. With the exception of these two leaders, the other twenty-eight women 
interviewed stated that they attended and/or were members of Methodist, Baptist, 
Holiness, Protestant, or non-denominational Christian churches. Not all African- 
Americans are Christians or adhere to organized religious practices. However, all the 
women interviewed, regardless of their views on organized religion, mentioned some 
aspect of spirituality in the way they see and interact with their environment. 
35 Interview with Virginia Humphreys, 8 July 1998. 
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Typically, Black churches in the communities offered their facilities as meeting 
places for community environmental organizations. When asked if the churches were 
active on environmental issues, Marian Elder commented, “The churches did not come 
together on the issues, no one showed up. The churches serve as meeting places but do 
not reach out into the community.”36 Occasionally, ministers or pastors assisted in 
mobilizing community residents to address environmental problems. Little information 
was given that would suggest that Black churches led the local struggles against 
environmental racism. Though limited, the Black church validates environmental and 
social issues in the communities, by assists in mobilizing neighbors, and in supporting 
their efforts. After the community starts to address the issues related to environmental 
injustices, the churches began to address other community concerns. 
Environmental Racism 
Environmental racism was commonly mentioned as a motivation factor for 
involvement in the environmental justice movement. Millie Powell, when asked about 
environmental justice, responded that the placement of landfills in her community is part 
of “designed confusion.” This refers to the planned genocide of people of color by 
Whites. Powell elaborated: 
The neighborhood was quiet, not much has changed but an increase in the use 
of drugs and genocide that I call ‘designed confusion’. Designed confusion is 
created to kill people of color and poor people. For example, landfills. They 
are planned and put in our communities knowing that they are hazardous and 
bring illness.37 
36 Interview with Marian Elder, 16 April 1998. 
37 Interview with Millie Powell, 13 January 1998. 
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It was explained later by the same woman that designed confusion keeps communities 
disjointed. As a result, community members are fighting one another rather than 
opposing polluting industries. Consequently, instead of joining forces and influencing 
decisions that impact their neighborhoods, they are bombarded with toxic waste dumps. 
Gail Jones said, “They stuck a truck stop on Panola Road but the people stopped it. If 
you are in a strong community with an active civic association, they can stop it.”38 She 
suggested that decisions regarding the community were made without input from the 
residents. However, this woman believes that if residents come together and have a 
strong neighborhood association, they can block these decisions. Jones further remarked, 
“To my right is the Live Oak Landfill, Three Rivers Wastewater Treatment Center, and 
the Moreland Avenue Landfill.”39 This comment suggests that the woman feels her 
community is engulfed by landfills and her quality of life is endangered. This woman’s 
perception is similar to Hazel Johnson of Chicago who described her neighborhood as a 
toxic donut. This similar response by this woman in Southeast Atlanta reflects Black 
women’s desire to preserve their communities in the face of environmental degradation. 
Similarly, Suzie Rohden commented: “You see that these things (landfills) are voted 
into the community by people who don’t live here.”40 Rodhen’s comments suggest that 
African-American communities are locked out of decision-making processes concerning 
the environment where they live, work, and play. In addition, meetings occur when most 
residents are working and are not able to participate. Gloria Brewer stated: 
38 Interview with Gail Jones, 15 January 1998. 
39 Ibid. 
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The City wants to trash the community, they just want to put a salvage yard, no 
businesses, and they don’t put anything in the community that benefits the 
community. For the past six months, I decided not to be politically involved. I 
have problems with City government. I was afraid that people would try to get 
me to side with one or the other.41 
This woman’s comments reflect that she believes that involvement of community 
blocks the placement of hazardous waste facilities if community residents have an 
opportunity to participate in the decision-making processes. However, she mentions that 
activists are often put in uncomfortable positions. Her own strategy was to sit back and 
listen at meetings, but not to be vocal. Her reasoning was that she needed to collect 
information, study the materials further, and report back to the community association. 
The environmental justice literature suggests that movements are comprised largely 
of small, democratically run grassroots organizations such as South Atlanta Civic 
League, Concerned Citizens of Chosewood Park, or the Lakewood Heights 
Neighborhood Association. The issues addressed by these African-American women are 
not focused on saving trees or exploitation of nature by men, but rather the daily survival 
of their communities. 
However, it becomes key to recognize and study African-American women’s 
leadership in grassroots movements such as the environmental justice movement. Since 
working-class women activists are seldom researched, this study sought to give these 
grassroots women voice and to recognize their efforts in the environmental justice 
movement. Working class women are motivated more around pragmatic environmental 
justice issues. However, not all grassroots environmental justice activists are working 
class women or undereducated. In this study, most of the women interviewed have some 
40 Interview with Suzie Rohden, 18 February 1998. 
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college training and many of them were college graduates. This suggests that Black 
communities are diverse and contain a range of classes of African-American people. 
The environmental justice framework seeks to include Blacks, other people of color, 
and the poor and general public participation. They shift the burden of proof to polluters. 
African-American women activists in the three selected Atlanta communities established 
environmental organizations. These women’s efforts are similar to other women who 
founded the Native Americans for a Clean Environment, Mothers of East Los Angeles, 
and Concerned Citizens of South Central Los Angeles. Women, such as Peggy Shephard 
and Carol Freeland serve as catalysts for social change. 
As suggested by the researcher's conceptualization, through their own leadership style 
Black women forge community building, political organizing, and social interactions 
with other activists. They continue to struggle for institutional transformation by 
establishing new grassroots organizations and coalitions. In addition, the study 
demonstrates that African-Americans, specifically Black women are aware and 
concerned about environmental issues. 
The findings of this study indicate Black women are motivated to participate in the 
environmental justice movement because of family concerns, community concerns, 
family involvement on the issues, community problems, community building, spirituality 
and involvement in environmental issues, and environmental racism. Women who 
emerged as caregivers and mothers also were actively involved with social and 
environmental issues within the community. They are active in environmental disputes, 
defying any stereotypes that Blacks, let alone women, are not environmentalists. The 
41 Interview with Gloria Brewer, 14 January 1998. 
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empowerment of Black women environmental justice activists in local communities 
transforms gender and racial stereotypes in the larger environmental movement. 
Typically, the environmental movement has marginalized communities where Blacks and 
women live. Instead of addressing the environmental and toxic hazards as issues on the 
larger environmental agenda, these concerns are often classified as social problems rather 
than as environmental issues. 
In Southeast Atlanta, three community environmental organizations, the South 
Atlanta Civic League, the Concerned Citizens of Chosewood Park, and Lakewood 
Heights Civic Association have addressed such concerns as water pollution, sanitation, 
dilapidated housing, drugs, waste sitings, and air quality as they impact their 
communities. Chapter Seven presents the conclusion for this research study. 
CHAPTER SEVEN 
CONCLUSION 
In this concluding chapter, I will explain why African-American women were 
involved in the environmental justice movement, describe how African-American women 
confronted environmental racism, provide some lessons for other communities to use in 
similar environmental disputes, indicate how African-American women defeated 
disempowerment barriers, and present how African-American women mobilized internal 
resources and activists to support their environmental justice fight. I also suggest future 
research studies. 
In this study, the research sought to answer the primary research question, (l)“What 
motivates Black women to become involved in the environmental justice movement in 
Southeast Atlanta?” The secondary research questions were as follows: (2) What roles do 
organizations and/or institutions play in African-American women’s participation in the 
environmental justice movement? (3)How do women cope with hazardous waste 
facilities in their communities? (4) What strategies do African-American women utilize 
to organize around environmental issues? and (5) How do African-American women 
perceive their participation in the environmental justice movement? 
115 
Confronting Environmental Racism 
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In terms of Black women’s motivation to become leaders in the environmental justice 
movement, the research findings of this study indicate that African-American women 
environmental justice leaders were motivated by family concerns, community concerns, 
involvement of the family in environmental justice issues, spirituality, and environmental 
racism. However, two factors family and community concerns, consistently emerged as 
primary motivators for their participation in environmental justice issues. While the five 
themes were consistently found in the women's responses, there was overlap between the 
common themes. Hence, these themes were not mutually exclusive but rather interrelated 
in many ways. For example, women who spoke about family concerns most often 
mentioned these comments in the context of health and community well being. 
In addition, one of the most interesting findings in this study pertains to voice. This 
research speaks about uncovering voices, yet these women’s voices have been strong and 
heard. African-American women environmental justice activists use both their individual 
and collective voice to demonstrate their activism. They use their individual voices to 
educate community residents and promote activism about the environmental hazards in 
their community, participate in planning and decision-making meetings and organize the 
community for activities that address community environmental inequities. Grassroots 
women’s voices are reflective of the environmental justice struggles as these women 
emerged as the unsung women heroes of the environmental justice movement through 
their commitment to social change. Their individual and collective actions include 
calling city officials, letter writing, attending meetings, lobbying, and making petitions. 
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The women came together to share their talents, energies, and skills to improve the 
environmental conditions in their communities. Since the beginning of the environmental 
justice movement, Black women scholars have sought to include Black women’s 
activism in the context of the environmental justice movement, yet this area remains 
undeveloped in the literature. 
According to archival data and oral histories of women in South Atlanta, Lakewood 
Heights and Chosewood Park communities, African-American women represent 
grassroots leadership in community environmental organizations. The social activism of 
the women interviewed was rooted in their grassroots community organizing. These 
organizations included South Atlanta Civic League, Lakewood Heights Civic 
Association, and the Concerned Citizens of Chosewood Park. The three organizations 
have worked together and staged several demonstrations against the Mindis Recycling 
facility. 
First, some of the women interviewed had some association or involvement with the 
former Tri-Community Collaborative, an organization that brought together leaders of the 
three communities to oppose the Mindis facility. The former President of the Lakewood 
Heights Civic Association, Gloria Brewer, played a significant role in the establishment 
of the organization. Many of the leaders of the Tri-Community Collaborative used 
church networks to further their cause. The Tri-Community Collaborative was successful 
in initiating a health study, organizing several community hearings and lobbying City 
Hall. They stated that because their neighborhoods are Black and low-income, they are 
more readily selected for the placement of garbage dumps, salvages yards, and other 
polluting industries. 
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Moreover, they are very concerned about social issues such as: absentee 
ownership, crime, drugs, and alcohol are of which along with environmental racism 
issues which effect, in a negative manner, their quality of life. These grassroots groups 
which serve as local environmental organizations are valuable to the environmental 
sustainability of their communities. 
Second, this study is important because working-class women activists are seldom 
studied or highlighted in society as they fight environmental injustices. The 
environmental injustices, namely hazardous waste facilities, degrade their communities 
and effect their quality of life. Thus, this study provided an avenue for grassroots women 
voices to be heard and to recognize their efforts in the environmental justice movement. 
In addition, the results of this study suggest that African-Americans, specifically Black 
women, are aware and concerned about environmental issues. The narrow focus of 
environmentalism in the United States often ignores the environmental degradation of 
poor and minority communities. 
Third, the assumption was made that Black women choose to participate in these 
organizations because of the environmental and health problems that have resulted from 
environmental racism. In addition, it was found that a majority of the activists were 
mothers. Therefore, the ethics of caring and nurturing play a significant role in 
motivating women to take a stand against polluting industries and government agencies. 
Fourth, the African-American women studied were more likely to identify themselves 
as social or political activists rather than environmentalists or feminists. From their 
comments, they perceived environmentalists as concerned only with the conservation of 
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plants and animals. Similarly, they viewed feminists as White middle-class women 
who do not emphasize the concerns of minority and/or low-income women. 
The women studied did not separate their struggle for a clean environment from 
similar concerns of their husbands, sons, or other men in the community. They believe 
that their communities are discriminated against largely due to racial injustices. African- 
American women believe they are ignored in decision-making processes because they are 
women and Black and not men and Black. This victimization only makes the women 
fight harder to have a voice in the politics that affect their communities. 
Fifth, in this study, some churches offered their structures as meeting places for 
environmental disputes. However, while the churches that were involved had limited 
involvement in the actions taken by environmental groups, Black women’s spirituality 
and beliefs injustice provided inspiration to seek environmental changes. The women’s 
spiritual beliefs were also a source of motivation for the women to oppose the Mindis 
Recycling Center. It can be also argued that churches provide leadership experiences and 
a network for women since all the women were leaders in their places of worship. 
The last role Black women play in the three communities studied was that of a friend. 
For example, Ella Tramell and Margaret Simons have lived in South Atlanta since they 
were children, attended the same schools, and have lived next door to one another for 
over fifty years. Recently, these two women helped to mobilize thirty residents to protest 
in front of a local salvage yard and are planning a community clean up. 
Leadership Skills 
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The women demonstrated leadership skills in the following areas, (1) organizing the 
community, (2) mobilizing efforts against the recycling facility, (3) educating one 
another, problem solving, (4) identifying the environmental problems such as poor air 
quality, cancer among residents, and (5) inadequate environmental protection, and 
seeking solutions to the community problems. The women coalesced in community 
organizations and implemented many of their strategies for social change including 
lobbying, petitioning, and partnering with other entities such as the Morehouse School of 
Medicine which resulted in a community health study. The women addressed their 
problems by using their public speaking, community building, and partnership forming 
capabilities. The results of their actions include the formation of the triage known as The 
Tri-Community Collaborative, the development of a working relationship with Eco- 
Action, a community environmental organizing non-profit organization, periodic air 
monitoring sampling with the ATSDR, and the creation of an awareness of health and 
environmental issues in the community with the help from the Morehouse School of 
Medicine. 
The environmental problems within the three communities are complex. However, 
they stem from environmental racism, which has created a polluted haven within the 
close proximity of their homes. These Black women leaders cope with the environmental 
racism by using their strongest tool, their voice. Their voices are present in the 
Neighborhood Planning Unit, in community zoning processes, in lobbying the 
Congressional Black Caucus, in letters written to their representatives in Congress and 
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the Atlanta City Council, in public hearings, at environmental conferences, and in the 
door to door education about life and death issues in their neighborhoods. Although 
Mindis has more resources, these women are not key decision and policy makers, 
environmental laws are not enforced, property is being devalued everyday, and the fact 
that most of these women and their families cannot move, leave these women no other 
choice than to take action. 
In essence, when asked if they would move, many of the women would not move 
because despite the problems that exist as they do in every community, South Atlanta, 
Chosewood Park, and Lakewood Heights are their homes. These communities are the 
locations of their homes. Therefore, their story offers many lessons for other community 
environmental justice leaders and communities. 
Lessons for Other Communities 
Based on the social activism of the African-American women in the three 
communities, valuable lessons were learned. These lessons can be transmitted to other 
Communities experiencing similar environmental injustices. The women demonstrated 
how communities once voiceless, nameless, and invisible can gain visibility by publicly 
opposing polluting industries, making decision makers and political officials accountable, 
and promoting environmental awareness among their neighbors. The women learned 
how to form organizations at the local level on their own terms based on the pertinent 
issues at hand. The women learned to put aside differences in order to 
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facilitate the common good by ridding the community of toxic waste sites. This action 
led to other activities: cleaning up the community, Community Awareness Day, air 
monitoring, and several demonstrations. 
The women learned the meaning of self-determination and self-help. These women 
leaders recognized the needs, problems, and available resources to address their 
community's environmental, economic, and social problems. 
In addition, leaders developed, an awareness of how environmental laws and policies 
regarding environmental protection were created, how civic participation was spurred, 
how local-state and national political leaders were called to stand up for the communities, 
assistance for research was sought, and how resources were mobilized to support 
community activities. In addition, a researcher who decided to document their story so 
that it can be shared with others saw the plight of these women. 
The difficulty experienced in the study was providing a platform for Black women 
environmental justice activists without minimizing their voices. These Black women 
leaders provided a rich perspective about community leadership and a host of other topics 
that were not discussed in the study. This rich data could be used in subsequent studies 
of environmentalism in South Atlanta, Chosewood Park, and Lakewood Heights 
communities. From many responses, someone might think that these women are not 
environmental justice activists, but rather social justice activists. However, one of the 
most important realizations of this study is the convergence of social and environmental 
issues. Therefore, both environmental and social issues as well as barriers to 
empowerment must be addressed together for any change to be meaningful for these 
communities. 
Defeating Disempowerment Barriers 
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Women in the three communities had prior leadership experiences to their decisions 
to act, feel disempowered why they feel overwhelmed, ignored and silenced regarding the 
plight. On barrier was that African-American women were not in that they were pro¬ 
environmentalists affiliated formerly with mainstream environmental organizations. 
This research project indicated that African-American women did not separate their 
struggle for a clean environment from the issues such as environmental justice, 
community building, and social change. They believe that their communities are 
discriminated against and faced with political and environmental barriers that are largely 
due to racism. African-American women believe they are ignored in decision-making 
processes because they are women and Black. This victimization only makes the women 
fight harder to have a voice in the politics that affect their communities. 
Another barrier confronting African-American women was the ideas that they were 
African-American women were the idea that they were interested in environmental 
policy. Public policy is important because it shapes future environmental decision¬ 
making on the local, state, regional, national, and international levels. If Black women’s 
voices were heard and acted upon, public policy agendas would be more reflective of 
their concerns for environmental justice. In addition, the women studied represent the 
need for public participation in policy and decision-making processes related to 
environmental justice issues. People of color, especially Black women, as grassroots 
social activists, must have access to the channels for decision making, to appropriate 
lobbyists as well as, government officials, policy analysts, and organization. 
Future Studies 
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Future research needs to study the various strategies of organizations comprised of 
people of color in the environmental justice movement. The grassroots environmental 
justice movement provides an excellent course of study for those interested in studying 
the micro-mobilization of social movements by people of color communities. Latino, 
Asian, Native American, and other women of color environmental justice leaders could 
be studied. Further, it would be interesting to see if the factors that motivate them are the 
same or different from Black women environmental justice leaders. In addition, 
leadership skills and strategies used by women environmental activists, could be another 
topic for further research. 
In this study, a few younger women leaders were extremely active in environmental 
disputes. It would be interesting to study younger women of color environmental leaders 
in various communities. Specifically, areas of further research could include skill 
acquisition and organizing experiences. Young leadership in the environmental justice 
movement might suggest that the movement is sustainable. In addition, to environmental 
activism, environmental education and literacy programs are important for creating an 
awareness of environmentalism. However, these programs and curriculums have not 
been widely distributed. 
Environmental justice has been a hot topic of the 1990’s largely due to the efforts of 
grassroots activists and scholars. Everywhere Americans turn, they are becoming aware 
of environmental justice issues as they relate to transportation, employment, health, 
hazardous waste disposal, and hosts of other areas. The environmental justice movement 
will continue to grow as more people of all races, classes, and regions of the world 
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recognize that the problems of social and environmental inequity will not disappear. 
Hence, environmental justice movement calls all people to the decision-making table for 
dialogue on how to stop environmental degradation of communities, of animals, plants, 
and human beings. 
Based all research and women's input, the research concludes that Black women are 
engaged in social and environmental activism. Their grassroots activities grow out of 
concern for their environment. While this research was somewhat limited by the 
following: time constraints for study of this magnitude, an insufficient budget, and a 
small case study sample, it can provide a framework for future studies. For example, a 
longitudinal study would allow more knowledge of the activism of the women used in 
case study and a stronger study would include multiple case studies of five or more 
different cites in Chicago and New York. Therefore, future studies could include three to 
five different cities. 
Imagine having to live in an environment which is constantly polluted, ignored, and 
degraded. The continual raping of this community's environment creates the atmosphere 
where these women live, work, and their children play. It is impossible, to conceive 
backyard barbecues, walks in the park, and the other aspects that Americans who live in 
clean communities can experience. These ideal activities are not a reality for many low 
income and minority communities such as Lakewood Heights, South Atlanta, and 
Chosewood Park. It is apparent that the women interviewed are activists and their 
continued activism is ensuring that the environment of their neighborhoods will be 
improved. 
APPENDIX I. 
PRINCIPLES OF ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE1 
The First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit 
October 24 - 27, 1991 
Washington DC 
Preamble 
We, The People of Color, gathered together at this multinational People of Color 
Environmental Leadership Summit, to begin to build a national and international 
movement of all peoples of color to fight the destruction and taking of our lands and 
communities, do hereby re-establish our spiritual interdependence to the sacredness of 
our Mother Earth; respect and celebrate each of our cultures, languages and beliefs about 
our natural world and our roles in healing ourselves; to insure environmental justice; to 
promote economic alternatives which would contribute to the development of 
environmentally safe livelihoods; and, to secure our political, economic and cultural 
liberation that has been denied for over 500 years of colonization and oppression, 
resulting in the poisoning of our communities and land and the genocide of our peoples, 
do affirm and adopt these principles of Environmental Justice: 
1. Environmental justice affirms the sacredness of Mother Earth, ecological unity and 
the interdependence of all species, and the right to be free from ecological 
destruction. 
2. Environmental justice demands that public policy be based on mutual respect and 
justice for all peoples, free from any form of discrimination or bias. 
3. Environmental justice mandates the right to ethical, balanced and responsible uses 
of land and renewable resources in the interest of a sustainable planet for humans 
and other living things. 
4. Environmental justice calls for universal protection from nuclear testing and the 
extraction, production and disposal of toxic/hazardous wastes and poisons that 
threaten the fundamental right to clean air, land, water, and food. 
Charles Lee, Proceedings, The First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, 
Washington Court on Capitol Hill, Washington, D.C., October 24 - 27, 1991, New York: United Church of 
Christ, Commission for Racial Justice (1991): xiii. 
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5. Environmental justice affirms the fundamental right to political, economic, cultural 
and environmental self-determination of all peoples. 
6. Environmental justice demands the cessation of the production of all toxins, 
hazardous wastes, and radioactive materials, and that all past and current producers 
be held strictly accountable to the people for detoxification and the containment at the 
point of production. 
7. Environmental justice demands the right to participate as equal partners at every 
level of decision-making including needs assessment, planning, implementation, 
enforcement and evaluation. 
8. Environmental justice affirms the right of all workers to a safe and healthy work 
environment, without being forced to choose between an unsafe livelihood and 
unemployment. It also affirms the right of those who work at home to be free from 
environmental hazards. 
9. Environmental justice protects the right of victims of environmental injustice to 
receive full compensation and reparations for damages as well as quality health care. 
10. Environmental justice considers governmental acts of environmental injustice a 
violation of international law, the Universal Declaration On Human Rights, and the 
United Nations Convention on Genocide. 
11. Environmental justice must recognize a special legal and natural relationship of 
Native Peoples to the U S. government through treaties, agreements, compacts, and 
covenants affirming sovereignty and self-determination. 
12. Environmental justice affirms the need for urban and rural ecological policies to 
clean up and rebuild our cities and rural areas in balance with nature, honoring the 
cultural integrity of all our communities, and providing fair access for all to the frill 
range of resources. 
13. Environmental justice calls for the strict enforcement of principles of informed 
consent, and a halt to the testing of experimental reproductive and medical 
procedures and vaccinations on people of color. 
14. Environmental justice opposes the destructive operations of multi-national 
corporations. 
15. Environmental justice opposes military occupation, repression and exploitation of 
lands, peoples and cultures, and other life forms. 
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16. Environmental justice calls for the education of present and future generations 
which emphasizes social and environmental issues, based on our experience and an 
appreciation of our diverse cultural perspectives. 
17. Environmental justice requires that we, as individuals, make personal and consumer 
choices to consume as little of Mother Earth’s resources and to produce as little 
waste as possible; and make the conscious decision to challenge and reprioritize our 




A. Demographic/General Information 
1. Name  
2. Age  
3. Number of years that you have lived in the community  
4. What is the racial/ethnic background of the neighborhood? 
Percentage Black   
Percentage White  
Percentage Hispanic  
Percentage Asian   
5. What is your highest level of educational attainment? 
 GED 
 High School Diploma 
 Technical School Training 
 College Degree 
 Some College 
6. What is your occupation/former occupation? 
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 50,001-and over 
8. What is your marital status? (Circle the appropriate choice) 
Married Widowed Separated Divorced Single Common Law 
9. Do you have children? Yes No 
10. Have you experienced any of the following health related problems? 
Cancer Yes No 
Asthma Yes No 
Emphysema Yes No 
Heart Condition Yes No 
Respiratory Infections Yes No 
Bronchitis Yes No 
Pneumonia Yes No 
Skin Disorders Yes No 
Lead Poisoning Yes No 
Other  
b. How long have you had these problems?  
c. Have other members of your family (living within your household) experienced any 
health related problems? If so, How long have they been affected 
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11. What church are you affiliated with? (Give the name of the church and denomination) 
 (Church Name) (Denomination) 
Community/Organization 
12. Does your church address environmental issues? If yes, How? 






 Domestic Violence 
 Environmental Degradation 
 Other (Please state the problem) 
14. What is the best aspect of living in your community? 
15. How would you best describe your neighbors? 
Organizational Membership 
16. Please list your involvement in organizations (Please list the name of the 
organization(s), leadership offices that you have held, and the length of involvement. 
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17. Are you actively involved in an environmental organization or an organization that 
addresses with environmental issues? 
a. If yes, How long have you been a member? )  
b. If no, Why not? 
18. In what year was your organization started?  
19. What was the reason the organization was established? 
20. What is the organization’s purpose? 
21. Which of the following environmental issues is your organization working on? 
 Toxic Waste 
 Energy 
 Air Pollution 
 Water Pollution 
 Waste Disposal 












22. Do you know of any other women in the community who are active on environmental 
issues, who may agree to speak with me? 
Yes No 
If yes, What are their names? 
23. Is there any other information that you would like to share with me? 
Thank you for agreeing to talk to me today. 
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APPENDIX III. 
AFRICAN-AMERICAN ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE WOMEN’S 
ORAL HISTORY PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
The purpose of this research is to document the environmental activism of Black 
women in the environmental justice movement. It is the intent of the interview to make a 
contribution to the literature on Black environmentalism by including the woman’s 
prospective. Antoinette M. Gomez, a Master of Arts Candidate in Afficana-Women’s 
Studies, is conducting this research at Clark Atlanta University. In ode, to complete the 
study, the research has identified the names of Black women in three Southeast Atlanta 
communities that have been opposing Mindis Recycling Center. Thirty women were 
chosen for the oral history interviews. The questions utilized have met the approval of my 
thesis committee: my adviser, Dr. Josephine Bradley, Dr. Jacqueline Howard Matthews, 
and Dr. Fatemeh Shafiei. 
All participants involved in this study before the interview process require informed 
consent. Consent to tape record the discussion, consent of personal information, and 
consent to share the results of this research within the community. The researcher will not 
proceed with the research until participants have signed informed consent forms. By 
giving one’s consent, participants waive any legal rights to financial gain from the 
publication of documents based in the research. In accordance with the guidelines of 
Clark Atlanta University based on ethics, each participant will be given a copy of all 
Research documents including a copy of interview transcriptions will be provided for 
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review and editing. Before publication of any documents resulting from this research, 
each participant will be notified and given a draft copy for review. 
I , agree to the terms listed above and thereby give my 
permission to participate in this research project. 
Signature of the Participant Date 
Signature of the Researcher Date 
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APPENDIX IV. 
LETTER TO THE PARTICIPANTS 
Antoinette M. Gomez 
489 Hill Street, Apt. 2 
Atlanta, GA 30312 
Dear Participant, 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this oral history research project. This research 
will contribute the voices of Black women environmental justice activists. At this time, I 
would like to share some information about my own background and why this topic 
interests me. I am a graduate student in Africana-Women’s Studies at Clark Atlanta 
University. My area of interest is community development by women of African descent. 
Black women, such as you are the backbone of the environmental justice movement, yet 
your voices and contributions are not known or recognized. I would like to provide a 
forum for your voice and other women in your community who are protecting their 
environment. I am asking to interview you for one hour and ask you a few questions on a 
background survey. You will have the opportunity to review any document concerning 
this research. At any time, if you have any questions, please feel free to contact me. 
My home telephone number is (404)-893-9269. I will be calling you in one to two weeks 
to schedule an interview. 
Thank you and I look forward to talking to you. 
Sincerely, 
Antoinette Gomez 
Clark Atlanta University Graduate Student 
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APPENDIX V 
ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEW INSTRUMENT 
As we discussed on the telephone, I am a graduate student at Clark Atlanta University 
studying African-American women environmental justice leaders. Today, I will ask you a 
series of questions which are aimed at answering the this question, “What motivates you 
to participate in the environmental justice movement?” 
In order, to capture all the important information that you will share with me, I would 
like to ask your consent to tape our discussion. The tape of you interview will be 
reviewed by only me and will be secured in a locked cabinet. After, I have finished my 
research; the tape will be destroyed. If you do not mind, I may take a few notes to remind 
me of other questions to ask you during our session. If at any time, you feel 
uncomfortable with question or the way that it is asked, please tell me. Are there any 




Home Telephone Number Work Telephone Number  
1. Can you tell me a little about yourself including your family history, background, 
marital status, career, etc. 
2. What was your earliest recollection of being a leader or involved in a leadership 
position? 
Self-Description 
3. Do you feel that you are politically and/or socially active? Please explain. 
4. How do others feel about your involvement in community organizations? 
(PROBE: How do they respond to your leadership role?) 
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5. How do you feel about your involvement? 
Community 
6. Tell me a little about this community. What is it like to live here? 
7. Have you always lived here? If not, What was it like when you first moved here? 
PROBE: Is the community the same or different? (How is it different?) 
8. What in the community do you care the most about? 
9. How do you feel about the community’s environment? 
10. What is the most serious problem that concerns people in the community? 
Environment 
11. In your own words, What is the environment? (PROBE: Do you think it is 
important?) 
12. What is justice? 
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13. So then, What does environmental justice mean to you? (PROBE: Do you consider 
yourself an environmental justice leader?) 
14. What are the environmental problems in your community? 
15. How do people feel about these problems? 
16. Are there any organization that you are personally involved in that address 
environmental problems? (PROBE: Do you belong to any of these groups?) 
17. Why did you get involved? 
18. How involved are you? (PROBE: Are you an officer, chairperson, etc.) 
19. Do you enjoy what you are doing? (PROBE: Do you feel there has been any change?) 
20. Is your family supportive of your involvement? (PROBE: How do others react to 
your activism?) 
21. Do you know of any other women who have been active on these issues? 
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APPENDIX VI. 
CHRONOLOGY OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE MOVEMENT 
This chronology is based on the chronology of the environmental justice movement that 
was presented in The 1994 People of Color Environmental Groups Directory. However, 
this chronology not only documents the main events of the environmental justice 
movement, but also offers activities by Black and women of color activists who 
have contributed to the movement. 
1967- Drowning of an African-American girl in a garbage dump in Houston near Texas 
Southern University. 
1968- Hattie Carthan founded the Tree Earth Center of Bed-Study in Brooklyn, New 
York City to beautify her community. 
1970- The first Earth Day 
Black students in Berkeley, California protest white students' Earth Day demonstration. 
African-Americans in Houston demonstrate to get a garbage dump closed in the Trinity 
Gardens community. 
1978- The largest PCB (polychlorinated biphenyl) spill in the United States occurred when 
oil laced with PCB's was illegally dumped along 210 miles of highways in fourteen North 
Carolina counties. 
1979- Robert Bullard's study of an affluent African-American community's attempt to 
block the siting of a sanitary landfill in Northwood Manor, Dallas. 
1980- Residents in Alsen, Louisiana with the assistance of Greenpeace file a lawsuit. 
1987- United Church of Christ issues report entitled Toxic Wastes and Race in the United 
States. 
Establishment of the Southwest Network for Environmental and Economic Justice. 
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1988-Vemice Miller, Peggy Shephard, and Chuck Sutton started West Harlem 
Environmental Action (WHEAT) in New York City. West Harlem Environmental Action 
was New York's first Black and Hispanic environmental organization. 
1990-Bullard publishes Dumping in Dixie, which is used as the first textbook on 
environmental justice. 
Michigan Coalition Conference releases Race and the Incidence of Environmental Hazards 
report. 
EPA Administrator establishes the Environmental Equity Workgroup. 
Dr. Clarice Gaylord named as the head of The Office of Environmental Justice. 
Southern Organizing Committee (SOC) held an environmental and labor conference 
as a follow up to the First National People of Color Leadership Summit. 
1993- EPA Administrator Carol Browner makes environmental justice as agency priority. 
EPA establishes the National Environmental Justice Advisory Council (NEJAC), a 
25 member council that consists of representatives of government agencies, academic 
Institutions, and grassroots environmental organizations. 
Deep South Environmental Resources Center at Xavier (New Orleans) and the Clark 
Atlanta University Environmental Justice Center (Atlanta) were established. 
1994- Interagencv Symposium on Health Research and Needs to Ensure Environmental 
Justice in Arlington, Virginia. 
President Bill Clinton issues Executive Order 12898 designating that 11 agencies are 
Accountable for environmental justice. 
Interagency Working Group on Environmental Justice established. 
University of Massachusetts issues a study challenging siting demographics. 
United Church of Christ issues Toxic Waste and Race Revisited, a report which 
strengthens the association between race and waste. 
The first complaints of odors and environmental nuisance by residents in three Southeast 
Atlanta, Georgia communities regarding Mindis Recycling Center. 
1995- First Interagency Public Meeting on Environmental Justice in Atlanta, Georgia. 
1996- Clean up of brownfields placed in the EPA National Priorities List (NPL). 
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Residents in Chosewood Park, South Atlanta, established Tri-Community Collaborative 
and Lakewood Heights in Atlanta, Georgia to address the environmental hazards caused 
by Mindis Recycling Center. 
1997- Federal Empowerment Zone program begins in Atlanta, Philadelphia, Camden, 
New York City, Detroit, Chicago, and Baltimore. 
Carol Freeland and Gaye Mitchell founded Concerned Citizens of Chosewood Park in 
Atlanta, Georgia. 
1998- Dr. Robert Bullard and Dr. Glenn Johnson publish the book, Unjust Transportation 
on transportation and equity. 
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